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ABSTRACT
The goal of this dissertation was to illuminate how an immersive study abroad program enabled
my Black and African American Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) students
to have meaningful language acquisition, cultural exploration, and identity expansion
experiences. The methods used in this research reflect the qualitative narrative nature of the
cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021). Thus, to accurately capture the participants’ stories, I employed a
variety of methods, gathering data through semi-structured interviews and the collection of
personal artifacts, such as journal writings, pictures, and mementos. The immersive program is a
collaboration with a school in Costa Rica, which provides language acquisition, cultural
exploration, and identity expansion experiences within the context of a new culture (Bakhtin,
1981; Chomsky, 1957; Krashen, 1981). The study focused on three former HBCU students:
Flaco, Brianna, and Ten (pseudonyms). The study demonstrated how the three former HBCU
students transformed through the spaces they encountered. The stories of the three participants
are captured within the context of the chronotopic (Bakhtin, 1981) encounter and New
Dimension search in Costa Rica. The following emerging themes and findings were identified:
(1) HBCUs as a Special Place for Solidifying Black Identity; (2) “My Mom Had Baked My
Financial Advisor Cookies:” Barriers to Study Abroad; (3) Languages: Encounter of African

American Vernacular English (AAVE), Standard English, and Spanish; (4) Cultures: Encounter
of Black, African American, and Costa Rican Cultures; (5) Identities: “A Rose That Grew from a
Crack in the Concrete”; and (6) Pura Vida as New Dimension. These findings illustrate the everintertwined nature of languages, cultures, and identities enhanced by immersion experiences
abroad. Implications for me as a study abroad program leader and instructor are shared as well as
those for other program leaders and the field of Curriculum Studies.
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PROLOGUE
VEN CONMIGO A LONG WAY FROM THE BALKANS
My First Home Yugoslavia
Ever since I was very young, I had a passion for languages, travel, and cultural diversity.
News programs, television shows, and films in different languages (with or without subtitles)
brought great joy to me even as a small child. Although I self-identify as a native Serbo-Croatian
speaker, my earliest exposure to language was when my mother would speak to me in Russian or
I would watch television in Italian. As a child, I would say I had a decent understanding of these
three languages. All of my formative experiences likely sparked my interest in languages and
spurred me to understand how those languages were situated giving me a unique perspective on
languages, cultures, and identities from a very young age.
The geo-political arena in which I grew up contributed to my passion and contributed to
the formation of a multitude of personal identities. I was born and raised in Yugoslavia (the
country of South Slavs) in Southeastern Europe, on the Balkan peninsula. The geographic
position of my country is often characterized as a crossroad between the East and West. Figure 1,
a map of Yugoslavia (Yugotour, 2020), visually presents this characterization as the eight
European countries my country borders is equally divided: Albania, Bulgaria, Rumania, and
Hungary aligned with the East (Communist, “Behind the Iron curtain” countries), and the
others—Austria, Greece, and Italy—aligned with traditional Western democracy. For
clarification purposes and for illustrating the multicultural dynamics of former Yugoslavia, the
map figure is included in this writing. There were about 23 million people in Yugoslavia (Curtis,
1992, p. xvi) in the early 1990s. It is important to mention that the breakup of Yugoslavia was
caused by the civil war that started then. The country does not exist any longer, but when it did,
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Yugoslavia was considered a Mediterranean, Balkan, Central European, and Southeast European
country in terms of its geo-political position. It was also considered a cultural center of all
Southern Slavs.
Figure 1
Map of Yugoslavia (Yugotour, 2020)

My country was officially created in 1918 as a union of South Slav peoples (Curtis, 1992). To
further illustrate the multicultural structure of this union, it is important to mention that
Yugoslavia also included ethnic minorities and religious groups (people living away from their
mother-nation): Albanians, Hungarians, Muslims, Rumanians, Gypsies, and others. The
complexity of the Yugoslavian identity is a direct reflection of its tumultuous past and the
amalgamation of diverse cultures, languages, religions, and peoples.
My country has a history of oppression by different imperial forces. One of the most
brutal and influential forces was the Ottoman Empire, which is responsible for suppressing the
languages, cultures, and identities of the people (Andric, 1961). During that time, “Turkish
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maltreatment and exploitation grew in Serbia” (Curtis, 1992, p. 18) and in Bosnia, “they
exploited Christian and Muslim serfs (slaves) for centuries” (Curtis, 1992, p. 24). These peoples
lived in their own land without any civil and citizenship rights and, moreover, they were forced
to pay exorbitant taxes. The saddest and costliest of these taxes was the Tribute in Blood tax
requiring the Christian families give up their healthy boys to be taken away and trained to serve
in the Sultan’s elite army.
These stories of oppression and exploitation are well known to me and to the people from
my land. As Andric (1961) wrote:
It was already the sixth year since the last collection of this tribute of blood, and so this
time the choice had been easy to reach: the necessary number of healthy, bright and
good-looking lads between ten and fifteen years old had been found without difficulty
even though many parents had hidden their children in the forests, taught them how to
appear half-witted, clothed them in rags and let them get filthy, to avoid aga’s choice (p.
23).
Many parents, desperate to save their children from slavery, would cut off their children’s fingers
or inflict some other damage onto them with the hope that the Ottoman Turks would not force
them into service (Andric, 1961). The Tribute in Blood ended only shortly before the beginning
of the World War I. These injustices and other oppressive practices continue to be entrenched
into our collective memory. This profound religious divide across the Balkan peninsula,
especially in the territories of former Yugoslavia, is still strong today.
Curtis (1992) stated that: “Complex population patterns had been established in most of
Yugoslavia by centuries of cultural, political, and military influences from outside- most notably
the settlement policies of the long dominant Habsburg and Ottoman empire” (p. xxix). The civil
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war in the 1990s in Yugoslavia was a direct consequence of these unresolved religious and
power issues in that area: a war of languages, cultures, and identities caused by the historic
trauma of self-effacing existence.
As I became more educated, I embraced the hope that these devastating conflicts could be
solved through intercultural exchange as a means to develop respect for and appreciation of the
various differences. This sense of hope stimulated my journey to explore new countries,
languages, and identities through my experiences with others different from me. These
intersections contribute towards conflict resolution and healing.
My Journey to Italy: Two New languages and a New Identity
My real travels began at age 18 when it was time to enroll in college. Up to that point, I
was only visiting relatives that lived in small Montenegrin towns and villages. This was the first
time in my life that I was able to go to a big city. My college experience transformed my life for
the better. Although my initial plan was to graduate and work in the field of diplomacy, that
career did not materialize for several reasons. The primary reason was the decade-long civil war
in the 1990s that ravaged my homeland, leaving thousands of people dead. I have often said that
by the time I complete my degree, there would be no country to represent. In the aftermath of our
civil war, my nation was divided into eight small countries run by autocratic regimes.
In 1991, at the age of 24, I was in Northern Italy when I was unable to return home as the
most western Yugoslavian republics, Slovenia, and Croatia, closed their borders due to the war.
While I never dreamt of living abroad, with the uncertainty of the civil war, my exile was a
convenient and prudent excuse to stay. I spoke adequate Italian having spent a semester abroad
in Siena, Italy. However, I had to quickly learn English because my waitressing job required a
working knowledge of that language. I worked at a pizzeria situated at the gates of the American
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airbase, and most of our clients were American soldiers who, for the most part, did not speak
Italian. One of those soldiers became my American husband. While I was saddened to be away
from my family, in retrospect, leaving my homeland turned out to be the most rewarding
blessing of my life. It also provided me with access to new languages, cultures, and identities.
Moving to the United States: A New Culture and Identities
My husband and I moved to the United States in 1994, and we recently celebrated our
26th wedding anniversary. My husband’s job brought us to a military base located in Southeast
Georgia. As a woman born in the Yugoslavian culture, moving to Georgia enabled me to see a
part of American reality that was not represented in the American movies I watched as a child. In
the movies, the White man is always a savior and the winner, and there is no place for others to
be positive and good.
Consistent with this theme, I observed the persistent exclusion and pervasive oppression
of other groups within society largely aimed at one racial group in particular: Black and African
American people. I learned to distinguish between the two categorizations: Black people can be
decedents originating from various locations across the globe but are labeled based on the color
of their skin. Whereas African American is a label for descendants of those people who were
brought to the United States against their will from African countries to work.
During my 20 years in Georgia’s educational system, I continue to observe many
disparities only accentuated by perpetual oppressive practices, particularly within southern
educational milieu. When I started working at my HBCU, I immediately felt at home. The past
of my own people, subjugated and living under foreign rule for centuries, enabled me to make
instant connections with my students. In both narratives, social injustice and collective trauma
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were potent historical markers evident in our lived experiences. These similarities immediately
bonded me with my HBCU students.
Trauma is transferred from generation to generation. This transference occurs through the
expression of cultural traditions, oral history, and sometimes tacitly. Collective trauma in my
students is an archetypical mold that cannot be undone through only passive means. Shared
experiences of racism all reinforce the effects of this trauma years. The best way to move
forward is only through active participation in perspective-altering experiences that challenge,
contradict, and expand one’s sense of reality.
My own experience of moving through different spaces taught me to appreciate the
benefits that intercultural exchanges can generate. Thus, I wanted to create similar experiential
opportunities for my students. Through this study, I posit that the study abroad program might be
such a vehicle to overcome structural racism and historical prejudices where Black and African
American HBCU students can find answers in their quest for democratic dialogue.
Working and Creating Study Abroad Program at an HBCU
For the past 14 years, I have taught Spanish language courses at the oldest public HBCU
in the Southeast region of the United States. I established the immersive study abroad program
shortly after my arrival in 2010. The study abroad program is the only foreign language program
offered at our university, allowing up to nine credit hours in Spanish language, traditionally
lasting four weeks during the month of July. Studying abroad offers my students critical
experiences in the area of language, culture, and identity.
To promote the program, I share that through this critical experience, students will attain
cultural competence that translates into competitive, work-related skills. Cultural competence, as
defined by IIE (2017a), is the ability of an individual “to understand different cultural norms” (p.
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1). Consequently, in this study, I gathered stories through interviews aligned to a cross-cultural
narrative inquiry methodology (He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021). The immersive study abroad program is a collaboration between my
HBCU and a school in Costa Rica which provides language acquisition, cultural exploration, and
identity expansion experiences within the context of a new culture (Bakhtin, 1981a, 1981b;
Chomsky, 1957,1986, 2013; Krashen, 1981). Our immersive study abroad program is built upon
Freire’s (1993) principles: liberation of the oppressed groups through consciousness-raising,
improving of literacy, dialogue, and overall fuller expression of humanity.
Freire’s (1993) work is central to my pedagogical identity and how I approach my role as
educator within the HBCU system as the preconceptions about “race, class, or sex offend the
essence of human dignity” (p. 20). I used this ideology to reframe the study abroad program to
redress experiences of racism and discrimination that my Black and African American HBCU
students encounter throughout their lives. I envision study abroad programs as hopeful prospects
for our education that can further help cultivate more democratic future for all our students.
Although there were only four students (two from my home institution and two from
another public HBCU) during the first year, it was an unforgettable experience. The students’
cultural experiences and linguistic gains were remarkable. The students matured socially,
academically, and personally. The students’ profound growth motivated me to recruit more and
prepare for the following year.
In the summer of 2012, the second year of my study abroad program, I provided language
materials and guidance to the participants and leaders as I was unable to participate due to my
health issues. It was during this year when I began filling journals with the perspective-changing
experiences that the students relayed to me through phone conversations, emails, and written
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assignments. I began perceiving patterns of shared development emerging in these
communications. Evident were the countless expressions of increased freedom, problem solving,
and language acquisition. From those observations, of the strength and growth of my students, I
felt my own body growing stronger and, with it, additional layers of my identity were formed.
As part of this process, I became more aware of my own strength and determination to
live; I also realized that I was needed as a teacher, mentor, and confidant to my Black and
African American HBCU students. My students did not abandon me and knowing that gave me
empowered me to embrace my new, survivor identity. This is a new me. My past anxieties and
fears coupled with new hopes and plans for future achievements, yet always with a determination
to challenge and improve my life and lives of those around me.
Doctoral Program and a New Academic Identity
When I first enrolled in the doctoral program at Georgia Southern University, I had
questioned whether to undertake such a challenge. As a non-native English speaker, I became
sorely aware of my deficiencies in writing and oral expression during the process. Creating a
narrative about the study abroad program at my HBCU as an informed path of learning was a
long process. During one of my last classes in the doctorate program, we were challenged to
develop our research ideas and select one that could be fulfilling. I immediately knew that the
encounters of my students in Costa Rica was definitely my topic. My observations from the trips
are an unofficial anecdotal dataset that I utilized during the last two years to inform my study.
Another concern was that I, as a White foreign-born woman teaching at an HBCU, I
might not represent a credible member of this community, particularly in the eyes of the other
students. My experiences may not resonate with the issues they have faced and continue to face
in an education system that often works against them. However, in my decision to pursue a
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terminal degree, I have learned that I can be both an advocate and a transformative vehicle for
my students. I can facilitate the retelling of their study abroad experiences while exchanging
ideas, energy, and passion for life and social justice with them. To me this is an enormously
fulfilling process.
As a Spanish teacher, I often ask myself what the best venue is for improving students’
proficiency in the language, while achieving a noteworthy degree of cultural and identity
awareness. These inquiries have led me to establish international connections with a school in
Costa Rica, and to further design the study abroad program for my students. My inspiration for
this dissertation is founded upon my students’ experiences of languages, cultures, and identities
during their study abroad courses in Costa Rica.
The scope of the study abroad program in general, is to prepare “students for professional
life and citizenship” (Brewer & Cunningham, 2009, xiii). However, the process to participate in
a study abroad program is full of obstacles. Overall there is a lack of support from
administrators, a lack of interest amongst the students, a lack of funding, and ultimately, a lack of
understanding the need for a study abroad language immersion program. Many times, I have
overheard comments from colleagues and administrators portraying the study abroad program as
a free vacation for the program leader and an easy or fun credit for the participants.
The purpose of this dissertation is to disabuse my readers of these ideas. Through crosscultural narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; He, 2003), this dissertation explored
how Black and African American students from an Historically Black College or University
(HBCU) located in Southeast Georgia perceived their language, culture, and identity experiences
during a study abroad Spanish language immersion program in Costa Rica. The goal of this
dissertation is to illuminate how an immersive study abroad program enabled my Black and

18
African American Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) students to have
meaningful language acquisition, cultural exploration, and identity expansion experiences.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The historical context of education for Black and African American people is connected
to 400 years of slavery and discriminatory policies in all spheres of life. These disparities
continue to pervade the current educational system as Black and African American students were
absent from the mainstream educational narrative until the early 1970s (Siddle-Walker, 1996).
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), founded during the nineteenth century,
were intended to remedy the profound educational deficits, educate Black and African American
students on their communal traditions, and provide opportunities for upward mobility
(Akomolafe, 2000; Baszile, 2006a; Ladson-Billings 2000; Siddle-Walker, 1996; Yosso, 2005).
These efforts were aimed at bridging the gap in education that was created by longstanding racist
policies.
There is a need for “instructional strategies and curricular content that reflect increasingly
diverse demographics of American students” and different avenues to address these deficiencies
(Banks & McGee Banks, 2013, p. 48). The educational value of the study abroad programs has
attracted more students in recent years resulting in higher total number of participants. Study
abroad is a unique path of study that “entails traveling, e.g., moving away from the traditional
classroom setting and immersing oneself into the culture and language of another place” (Brewer
& Cunningham, 2009, p. xiii). As such, study abroad programs facilitate an array of
opportunities for experiential education (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1993) and the integration of
multicultural, cross-cultural education and social justice ideals across the institutionalized
curriculum.
As a nontraditional educational option for language acquisition, cultural integration, and
identity construction, study abroad programs have the potential to increase the diversity
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awareness and multiculturalism in the lives of HBCU students while simultaneously educating
others about their own culture. Within the context of multicultural education’s facilitating role
for students, there is a task “to develop the knowledge, attitudes, and skills needed to function
within their own microcultures, the U.S. macroculture, other microcultures, and the global
community” (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013, p. 35). Banks and McGee Banks (2013) also argued
that multicultural education has the opportunity to challenge and serve as a tool to deconstruct
systemic inequities caused by past racism.
Regretfully, minority students especially Black and African American students are still
underrepresented in study abroad programs (Ali, 2015; IIE, 2017a). Total study abroad
participation for the 2015/16 school year was 325,339 with less than 6.1% (2,036) being Black or
African American students from the United States, of which only about 1.6% represented Black
and African HBCU participation (Institute of International Education (IIE), 2017). Remarkably,
despite many challenges which are delineated below, the number of students from HBCUs
participating in study abroad programs have nearly doubled (3.05%) in the last decade (IIE,
2021). The underrepresentation of these students (Akomolafe, 2000; Ranney, 2013; Willis, 2012)
is the consequence of long-standing educational policies and lack of academic equality (Bazsile,
2006a; hooks, 1994) in a mainstream educational system. According to Brux and Fry (2010),
“although a number of obstacles exists for many students, it is suggested that multicultural
students experience additional constraints,” when applying for and participating in study abroad
programs (p. 511).
Consistent with Banks and Banks (2013), study abroad programming has the potential to
be a tool for multicultural education. Unfortunately, that study abroad programs are still not
integrated in institutional strategic plans of development at HBCUs (Akomolafe, 2000, p. 104).
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Study abroad embedded as a part of the global HBCUs mission, enables HBCU students to be
the ambassadors of their own cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977) and historic traditions outside of
the United States. Contrary to the belief of some administrators and educational leaders
(Akomolafe, 2000; Alli 2015), the benefits of study abroad programs and the experiential
learning paradigm could help HBCU students excel to reach their highest potential in both
education and life (Siddle-Walker, 1996). The education of Black and African American students
from HBCUs needs to be expanded (Acquaye & Crewe, 2012) to enable cross-cultural
exchanges which are mutually beneficial to both the participants and the host nations. HBCU
study abroad programs offer a viable solution to implement these multiculturalism educational
goals.
My hope is that through the stories and findings of this cross-cultural narrative inquiry
(He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009; Sharma & Phillion, 2021)
study, I can improve study abroad and funding opportunities across the university system and
wider. This study explored through cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He, 2003, 2006, 2010;
Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009; Sharma & Phillion, 2021) the immersion experiences
of three former HBCU students from a study abroad program to Costa Rica in terms of their
languages, cultures, and identities. The stories are featured in the context of the chronotopic
encounter (Bakhtin, 1981) and New Dimension search in Costa Rica. This research is a
testimonial to the impact of study abroad immersion experiences on Black and African American
HBCU students.
Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this study was to explore how Black and African American students from
various Historically Black Colleges or Universities (HBCUs) located in the Southeast region of
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the United States perceived their language, culture, and identity experiences during a past study
abroad Spanish language immersion program in Costa Rica. The inspiration for this study was
derived from my personal experiences as a facilitator of study abroad program for nine
consecutive summers, between 2011-2019, and from the anecdotal observations I made about
how this study abroad program transformed the lives of participants. The goal of this dissertation
is to illuminate how an immersive study abroad program enabled Black and African American
Historically Black College and University (HBCU) students to have meaningful language
acquisition, cultural exploration, and identity expansion experiences.
Research Questions
The overarching research question for this research was: How do Black and African
American students from various Historically Black Colleges or Universities (HBCUs) located in
the Southeast region of the United States perceive their language, culture, and identity
experiences during a past study abroad Spanish language immersion program in Costa Rica? My
sub-questions were:
•

How did the students experience changes in their language proficiency?

•

How did the students experience changes in their cultural perspectives?

•

How did the students experience changes in their identities?

Conceptual Framework
Conceptually, my dissertation builds upon a wide array of theories related to languages
(Bakhtin,1981; Chomsky, 1965, 1986; Delpit, 2008; Krashen,1981), cultures (Banks, 2006;
Banks & McGee Banks, 2013; Baldwin, 1955; Hall, 1992; Dimitriadis, 2012) and identities
(Appaya, 1996; Du Bois, 1903; He, 2003, 2006; Phillion, 2008; Baszile, 2006a; West, 2017). My
theoretical framework synthesized Bakhtin’s (1981) idea of chronotope and study abroad
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literature (Akomolafe, 2000; Ali, 2015; Phillion et al., 2009; Pipitone, 2018; Wick, 2011) to
better explore language, culture, and identity immersion experiences of my Black and African
American HBCU students in Costa Rica. Figure 2 illustrates how these three multi-dimensional
categories continuously interact throughout our lives and how the relationship among each
category is circular and uninterrupted. The influence these categories have on each other is
accentuated during an immersion study abroad experience which will be more fully described
below.
Figure 2
Interaction of Languages, Cultures, and Identities

Identities

INTERACTION
Cultures

Languages

The continuous interaction among languages, cultures, and identities characterizes, but
also improves the value of study abroad language immersion experience. Students incorporate
their study abroad experience into their preexisting identity which is impacted by the other
intrinsic elements of their native language and culture on the margins of the White mainstream
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society. My study abroad participants are Black and African American HBCU students that
previously have grown and lived in a homogenously Black communities. Linguistically, African
American vernacular English is a part of this interactive process because this code-switching
practice accommodates the duality of my students’ experiences (Du Bois, 1903; Delpit &
Dowdy, 2002). Culturally, they participated in customs and traditions of their communities,
while being on the margins of larger macroculture. Students realize that code-switching,
embedded in their microculture, enables them to navigate the complexities of a new culture.
Acquiring new language skills further facilitates their moving though the new topos. Further, it
facilitates a reflective process of self-actualization. In the next sections, I describe these three
categories further as they bear on my study and serve as a lens through which I analyzed my
participants’ narratives.
Language
Language ability and language acquisition coincide together (Chomsky, 1957, 1986;
Krashen, 1981). One of the earliest definitions in the field of linguistics was interpreting
language as a system of symbols used for communication (Saussure, 1916). Chomsky (1957)
revolutionized the field of linguistics in the 1950s, with his assertation that all humans to learn
any language, because “language is a universal and innate category” (p. 58). This construction of
language was further refined over the years by Chomsky himself, and by other linguists (Cook &
Newson, 1996; Finch, 2000; Lyons, 1981; Krashen, 1981). For this study, I adopt this
construction of language as a democratic tool for all persons.
Krashen (1981) builds upon Chomsky’s (1957) work in clarifying many aspects of
language acquisition, with particular emphasis pertinent here that, “acquisition requires
meaningful interaction in the target language” (p. 13). The learner should understand the input so
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as to be able to create an output, in this case, a language production. Consistent with Krashen,
this dissertation study situated Spanish language learners in a Spanish speaking country with the
intent to apply first-learned language rules to their new language.
Krashen (1981) posited that it is more important to “acquire a language than to learn a
language” (p. 5) meaning that studying the rules without applying the language is not a
productive process. The acquisition process requires an interaction of various instructional
strategies embodied in Comprehensible Input, Affective Filter, Monitor and Output. He also
stressed the importance of the Comprehensible Input, a concept of providing a clear and
cognitively accessible input for a language learner. Krashen’s (1981) Affective Filter hypothesis
focuses more on psychological variables that can adversely affect the language acquisition noting
that,
Personality factors are interrelated with motivational factors. Briefly, it is hypothesized
that the self-confident or secure person will be more able to encourage intake and will
also have a lower filter. Traits relating to self-confidence (lack of anxiety, outgoing
personality, self-esteem) are thus predicted to relate to second language acquisition.
(Krashen, 1981, p. 28).
Krashen further argued that a language learner will under-use or over-use the control mechanism,
named Monitor, depending on his or her confidence level. Comprehensible input is sometimes
applied in combination with a Total Physical Response method, which relies on creating the
environment for the language input (e.g., I point to my nose and say la nariz, in Spanish).
Lastly, what makes Krashen (1981) unique to me, is that he digs more deeply into
language acquisition ability as a universal category. The demystifying approach to language
acquisition propounded (Chomsky, 1957; Krashen, 1981), lead to further examination of
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language intertwined with the society and its democratic or non-democratic forms of
communication. I posit this that language acquisition (Chomsky, 1957; Krashen, 1981) concept
is practical and holistic as it perceives language as being an egalitarian and liberating force for all
of mankind.
In comparison, language is not seen as a “closed system” (Bakhtin, 1981a, p. 48) but a
living category that changes depending on what meaning the subject attributes to his words
within the dialogue and serves as a tool to understand the society. Simply said, languages reflect
societies’ dynamics as deeply embedded in the historical context. Capitalist society favors a
monologue which alienates and creates linguistic supremacy (Bakhtin, 1981). Bakhtin (1981)
argued that, dialogue is not possible without the other participant as “in the beginning of
dialogue neither one of the subjects possesses the meaning; they start off as equal, and the
meaning to the word is assigned during the process of the dialogue” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 50).
Dialogue provides the participants with the possibility to claim an identity, generated during that
very process of dialoguing. Thus, the power of language is an immeasurable tool in terms of
deescalating or escalating the oppression within societal strata. Bakhtin also addressed
bilingualism by saying that: “two languages-two world views” (p. 498). I believe that Bakhtin is
implying that bilingualism offers wider horizons and a better understanding of the world.
Culture
My study uses Kohls’ (1979) definition of culture as “an integrated system of learned
behavior patterns that include everything that group of people thinks, says, does, and makes – its
systems of attitudes and feelings. Culture is learned and transmitted from generation to
generation” (p. 25). Through a blend of various racial, ethnic, sexual, and other types of
microcultures which collectively contribute to create the microculture we can follow the process
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of intercultural exchange. Despite the complex conglomerations of these microcultures, there is a
strong adherence to a “larger shared core culture of the macroculture” (Banks, 2006, p. 7). Figure
3 illustrates the interaction of macro and microcultures as a system that explains
multiculturalism. Multiculturalism seeks to acknowledge and include all microcultures as
contributing constituents of the larger macroculture system. These microcultures employ explicit
and implicit cultural constructs and values that add to the educational diversity of the country.
Figure 3 adopted from Banks (2006) illustrates multiculturalism as the interaction of macro and
micro cultures within the social system. Microcultures are on the margins of the macroculture.
The influence of microcultures on the larger mainstream society is limited.
Figure 3
Interaction of Micro and Macrocultures

A school replicates the social framework within which it operates including the stratification
amongst its members. In order to address this invisible part of culture (Banks, 2006) we need to
first see each other and then to partake in each other’s culture. Du Bois (1903) articulated how
the twentieth century problem of skin color amplifies the conflicts among members of the
microcultures within the macroculture framework. Unfortunately, this is an enduring problem for
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the twenty first century. Ladson-Billings (2000) described how, “African American culture is
delegitimized in the classroom” within the context of the White mainstream culture (p. 206). We
often witness that cultural differences “lead to cultural misunderstandings, conflicts, and
institutionalized discrimination” (Banks, 2006, p. 7). According to the dominant White culture,
Blacks and African Americans are expected to assimilate into the White mainstream discourse.
Traditionally, the position of Black and African Americans in the official discourse has
been diminished by a legacy of slavery and through marginalization, while the real cultural
capital (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013; Bourdieu, 1977; Freire, 1993; Yosso, 2005) of Black and
African Americans has been grossly undermined. This social paradigm of injustice is sustained
through “a mainstream-centric curriculum education whereby racism, ethnocentrism, and
nationalism are reinforced and perpetuated in the education at large” (Banks & McGee Banks,
2013, p. 234). The White mainstream curriculum benefits neither the mainstream students nor
those labeled as the other. Although definitions of culture vary throughout history, across
disciplines, and among countries, the notion of culture is even more complex for Black and
African American study abroad participants. HBCU students come from a place of inequality
and under-representation in the macroculture of the United States. That macroculture is reflected
in the curriculum that omits the perspectives of all the representatives of the country’s founding
“Great Triad” composed of Native, Black, and White peoples (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013).
More than 400 years of disenfranchisement and racial injustice shaped the Black and African
American cultural microcosm and continue to alter the resistance and resilience of this
community.
My students attended HBCUs with the intention to learn more about their culture. As a
venue to celebrate African American cultural history, HBCUs offer our minority students an
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option to learn about their roots, traditions and shaping ideologies in diaspora. HBCUs often
serve as catalyst of transformative education which helps students reach their potential.
Hall (1992) argues that culture may be compared to an invisible control mechanism, a
“subconscious category” shaping our thoughts and, we only become aware of this “control
mechanism when it is severely challenged” (p. 11). During the study abroad program, HBCU
students are empowered to communicate their Black and African American perspective at
international level. Because of that, the cultural responsibility of the Black and African American
students abroad is more challenging than when they are at home. While abroad, these students
have a strong sense of responsibility to represent their families, communities, and race. They
take upon themselves to tell the story of oppression and injustice to the local nationals and even
to other students from the United States that they meet abroad. Black and African American
narrative does not fit in the official discourse and their counter narrative origins make study
abroad experience more meaningful and purposeful for HBCU students.
Identity
Identity can be summarized as “Tempora mutanturt et nos mutamur in illis” meaning:
“times change, and we also change with them.” In my opinion, identity formation starts at the
time of birth within the family unit and their position within society. Then as we become a part
of the educational milieu, our awareness of multiculturalism and diversity grows. All identities
should be examined through the lens of multicultural education because “multicultural education
has an opportunity and a challenge to be counter-hegemonic” (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013, p.
46).
Identity is a complex concept that can be examined from different points of view:
anthropological, historical, psychological, and sociological, just to mention a few. Appaya
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(1996) stated that, “with other identities—and here the familiar collectives of race, ethnicity,
gender, and the rest come back into view—the expectations we have are not based simply on the
idea that those who have these identities are playing out a role” (p. 83). Identity is best described
as a label assigned by a society which influences how people perceive themselves and interact
with others relative to other identity categories such as class, religion, ethnicity, and ancestry
(Appaya, 1996; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This conceptualization situates and formalizes an
understanding of a minority group identity within the mainstream society. Often this
conceptualization includes antagonist negative perspectives as well as justifications for excluding
certain groups from the power scheme.
Racial identity itself is considered a fixed sub-component of identity: “in the genetic
sense, racial classifications for individuals would remain constant across boundaries”
(Onwuachi-Willig, 2016, p. 1). Race is a non-negotiable part of the Black and African American
HBCU student identity. Their experiences of living in the United States are incomparable to
those of their White counterparts (Baszile, 2006a; Siddle-Walker, 1996). Therefore, the
participants’ interactions during the study abroad experience are situated within their minority
identity. The participant interactions are shaped by the heritage of Black identity.
Black identity is conceptualized (Baldwin, 1955; Banks & McGee Banks, 2013; Baszile,
2006a; Siddle-Walker, 1996) in different ways, but continuously within the context of historical
marginalization, oppression and in conjunction with the struggle for social justice and dialogue.
This identity is a part of shared collective memory rooted in the fact that the first ancestors of
African Americans came to this country against their will. Baldwin (1955), while interacting
with other expatriates in Paris, observed that “an American cannot, of course, be divorced from
the so diverse phenomena which make up this country, and that he is willing and able, to clarify
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the American conundrum” (p. 95). While in Paris, he compares the Black people coming from
different African countries to the Black people coming from America and assesses that their
identities are different: “In my necessity to find the terms on which my experience could be
related to that of the others, Negroes and Whites, writers, and non-writers, I proved, to my
astonishment, to be as American, as any Texas G.I.” (p. 11).
Of a different background, Jamaican by birth, but also racially Black, Hall (1992)
elaborates on “otherness” as a part of identity in the context of “the traumatic colonial past” (p.
225). Hall (1992) defined the concept of identity was invented to the scope of exclusivist
instrument that ensures White, Eurocentric society’s claim to power to perpetually marginalize
the others. The essence of such marginalization is primarily political, and it aims to keep the
other (Hall & Du Gay, 1996) outside of the discourse and decision-making process (Appiah,
1996; Hall & Du Gay, 1996; Siddle-Walker, 1996). Hall (1992) defined identities as being:
Constituted within, not outside representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as
much as to tradition itself, which they oblige us to read not as an endless reiteration but as
changing same, not the so-called return to roots, but a coming to terms with our roots. (p.
4).
Identity (Baldwin, 1955; Hall 1992) is closely related to one’s origins, roots, and history, with a
potential for an individual to evolve and change. The refusal of traditionally assigned social
definitions of identities means breaking away from the mainstream paradigms.
Baldwin, (1955 1955, 1964), Baszile (2006a), hooks (1994) and Ladson-Billings (2000)
see racism as a main political and social issue in both the past and the present in the United
States. Racism causes continuous conflict (Baszile, 2006a) and breeds mistrust in every form of
social life. Baszile (2006a) conveys that self as a Black woman means being true to her Black
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roots and not being afraid to identify “the cultural genocide” (p. 91) imposed by a mainstream
White culture. Further, racial inequality as lived experience is profoundly influencing the idea of
Black people as survivors. (Baszile, 2006b, p. 97).
Race is a significant component of all the HBCU students’ identity while in the United
States and abroad. Opposite to their experiences at home, while abroad the HBCU students are
recognized as Americans first, [Estadounidenses in Costa Rica] regardless of their skin color or
ethnic origin. Ranney (2013) states that “students of African American descent are likely to
experience racial tension inside the United States and in light of that, when abroad they tend to
gain a deeper understanding of the world” (p.12). Further, while abroad, identity questions
surface often because the new setting generates deep reflection and self-examination.
Participants deal with how they perceive themselves and how the others perceive them
abroad. As Neff (2001) explained that,
study abroad can help to break idealized or over-simplified stereotypes of other countries.
The experience also can push students to take a critical look at U.S. culture by examining
it from another country’s perspective. It can be a time to rethink assumptions about what
it means to be an American (p. 38).
When Black and African American students from an HBCU go abroad, they tend to expose the
narrative of social injustices and systemic racism (Acquaye & Crew, 2012). They assume more
critical position (Willis, 2012) with regard to the policies of their own country. Also, students
observe social practices of the host country and compare the two. Under these circumstances
their critical thinking skills sharpen, and their perspective broadens. Participants often question
their identity as an imposed category that is a consequence of historically ratified White
paternalism (Baszile, 2006b) in the United States. The opportunity to study abroad perhaps can
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lead Black and African American students from an HBCU to affirm their own identity and to
further develop within it the conception of second language identity. Further, it can help them
formalize their own cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977) and make it more accessible to others.
Language identity (Block, 2013; Norton, 2013; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004; Toohey,
2000), is seen as a fluid category subject to change due to a variety of influences. These changes
always occur within the setting of the first identity, which is crucial for study abroad participants
understand as these changes occur. Study abroad is an example of a potential interdisciplinary
resource for developing new linguistic and cultural identities (Block, 2013; Norton, 2013). The
non-traditional learning setting of a study abroad program offers a unique opportunity to study
outside of the establishment, physically and theoretically and to reach their highest potential
(Siddle-Walker 1996).
Black and African American HBCU students’ identity is multifaceted and defined by a
myriad of socioeconomical, cultural, and personal experiences. Through an understanding of
other perspectives, students from an HBCU are able to explore their own cultural heritage and
identity. Additionally, they are able to communicate their needs and promote social justice issues
across their campus and the globe.
Theoretical Framework: The Chronotope
My theoretical framework, chronotope, is derived from the Greek nouns of Chronos-time
and Topos-place (Bakhtin, 1981). These two nouns, time, and place reflect the lens through
which I have collected and analyzes my data, in this case participants’ stories and artifacts.
According to Bakhtin (1981), various forms of social interaction mirror the complexities
pervasive throughout the varying dimensions of identity, language, and culture. These can be
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mapped through expressive forms of communication, such as literature and art, all of which
ultimately represent interpreted historical constrains within our social sphere.
Every encounter has a potential to change a perspective of parties involved. Chronotope
as encounter (Lesic, 2005; Orekhov, 2011; Tarvi, 2011) is often studied in Eastern Europe’s
literature and art, sometimes in languages. In a search for definitions of chronotope, and being
from ex-Yugoslavia, and also being fluent in languages, I reached for the literature in SerboCroatian and Russian languages. I found out Bakhtinian anti-structuralist approach is evident in
most of his work (Lesic, 2005), and it is safe to say that ideologically, Bakhtin was ahead of his
time.
The concept of chronotope has anthropological and spiritual implications on study abroad
participants. As we can change the proportions of time and space (Bakhtin, 1981), we can also
moderate and manage situations of life. Since we have this opportunity for change, we also can
interpret the chronotope as a synonym of dream and hope. I position myself to go a step further
and, to apply Bakhtin’s chronotope to the empirical nature of study abroad programs. Chronos
(time) has some elements of infinity present in a linguistic part (Chomsky, 1986) of the
participants and topos [place] has elements of diversity, manifested in geographic, climatic, and
anthropologic forms.
I use this concept to describe the interaction of time and its characteristics with the
geographical place affected by its own characteristics such as climactic conditions, flora and
fauna, people, and traditions. Undoubtedly, this interaction factors in the participants’ energy
levels, well-being, disposition, and class performance while on study abroad. The interaction of
time and place ultimately has an enormous impact on participants’ language acquisition, cultural
experience, and identity changes. These relationships further condition the perception of the
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outside world and carry on to different spheres of life, such that “a real-life chronotope of
meeting is constantly present in organizations of social life of the state, with organized social
meetings of all possible sorts” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 99). Bakhtin’s scheme of society is dialogical,
with a lot of encounters, where a conversation is the basis for social interaction. In these hopeful
conversations study abroad students sharpen their linguistic, cultural, and social skills.
Social interaction is a fluid matrix that expends a lot of energy and requires a significant
emotional investment. Figure 4 illustrates a pattern which configures elements of language
immersion through the four components: chronos (time), topos (place), energy and people.
Language immersion during study abroad relies on a social interaction promoted by these four
components. We can perceive chronotope as a process that generates social interactions vital to
study abroad experiences.
Figure 4
Chronotope: Language immersion/social interaction
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Bakhtin’s (1981) revolutionary ideas about heteroglossia (in Russian: raznorechie,
meaning many different voices) and appropriation of the word through the dialogue (diglossia) in
literary criticism, have challenged traditionalist linguistic and political views as well. In that
context, the chronotope (Bakhtin, 1981) is an invaluable concept for understanding the students’
ability to adapt to a linguistic and cultural shift, while experiencing identity changes in a
geographic setting different from home. Emotionally, physically, and culturally, it is a new
challenge that most of my study abroad participants accept joyfully.
This theoretical framework will help illustrate Black and African American HBCU
students’ experiences through the lens of immersion and interaction of language, culture, and
identity. Taking in account the influences of place and time onto the changes that might occur in
an individual, I would like to bring this into my analysis of participants’ stories. This theoretical
framework helps formulate the interview questions and guides the story telling meetings.
New Dimension as the Extension of My Theoretical Framework
Bakhtinian model of Chronotope (Bakhtin, 1981) depicts a continuous encounter of place
and time, an interaction that serves as a frame for everything we do. When traveling, as in this
case studying abroad, the chronotope becomes an even more prominent marker of the immersion
experience. New Dimension represents an extension of my theoretical framework embodied in
the intersection of language, culture, and identity as represented in the figure 5. The New
Dimension in study abroad describes a place of hope and peaceful coexistence with positive
energy exchanges helps the endeavor. This descriptor is a product of chronotope or the
interaction of place and time but completed by the climate, people’s disposition, energy, and
dreams. I believe the experiences the Black and African American students from the HBCU have
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during the Costa Rica study abroad program embody the New Dimension concept. This concept
shows the interaction of cultures, languages, and identities in a place away from home that
creates an experiential opportunity for cultural and linguistic immersion.
Figure 5
New Dimension

Cultures
Languages

Identities

New
Dimension

This concept is composed of parameters related to the location, climate, student attitudes, and
perceptions. The New Dimension is a fluid concept which changes with the participants and their
experiences. Immersion into the New Dimension starts at the airport and it spills out to the
homestay families, host school and further into the community. Black and African American
HBCU study abroad participants’ views and behaviors are void of racism that they experience
daily back in the United States. Students are free to craft a new identity for themselves, and to
enjoy its benefits in the present and future. Taking the students away from their natural habitat
and helping them to relocate temporarily into a new, safe, but non-traditional learning
environment. However, that stress (Savicki, 2013, p. 143) can be alleviated by planning and
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intentionally securing the conditions for diversified activities that make the immersion
experience a comfortable one for the participants. It takes maturity, honesty, openness, and
physical and mental strength to participate in a study abroad.
All of these interactions factor to the New Dimension that also includes families on site,
me as the leading faculty advisor, and teachers onsite, as well as a wider academic and
geographic community. New Dimension accommodates students as they strive for knowledge,
exploration of the Spanish language, Costa Rican culture in this case, and identity, both their
own and the host country people’s dispositions and attitudes. In the new circumstances of vibrant
social exchange, the original identity does not suffer; on the contrary, it flourishes, and assumes
new mechanisms to propagate its positive sides.
Significance of the Study
The literature about the Black and African American Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCU) students’ experiences in immersive study abroad programs is limited.
Through the lens of literature about the lack of funding (Akomolafe, 2000; Brux & Fry, 2010;
Willis, 2012) and the lack of participation of Black and African American HBCU students in
study abroad programs (Brux & Fry, 2010; Rahyns, 2018; Ranney, 2013), I was able to explain
the deficiencies at HBCUs study abroad participation. I have not however, found any literature
about positive HBCU students’ immersive study abroad experiences. Thus, my study uses three
stories to reveal insights into the marginalized Black and African American HBCU students’
experience within the macroculture of the United States and the success educational students’
stories in Costa Rica. The three students’ stories in this study are an example of what an
immersive study abroad program could deliver to Black and African American HBCU students.
Further, if we enunciate how the immersive study abroad program explicitly aided in their
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achievements, as Black and African American HBCU students, we can generate more interest in
the initiative among HBCUs across the United States.
This research focuses on multiculturalism, intercultural communication and cross-cultural
education seen through the experiences of languages, cultures, and identities as a part of a study
abroad immersion program. These topics will be delineated in the chapters to follow.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In this chapter I will review the following bodies of literature: the study abroad literature
in general, including goals of study abroad, who studies abroad and the reasons why students
choose to study abroad, impact of study abroad; Costa Rica as a study abroad destination; the
underrepresentation of Black and African American students in study abroad, HBCUs and study
abroad, barriers and obstacles for Black and African American HBCU students' participation in
study abroad programs and destinations for HBCU study abroad participants.
Study Abroad Programs
Study abroad is a unique academic path and an extracurricular venue to address students’
need to experience languages, cultures, and identities. Study abroad facilitates students’ cultural
and linguistic immersion and improves “intercultural competencies” (Brewer & Cunningham,
2009, p. xi) and global outlook (Brux & Fry, 2010; Ranney, 2013; Sweeny, 2013). North
American colleges and universities have officially conducted study abroad programs for over
100 years (Brewer & Cunningham, 2009). Since then, many undergraduate students have
participated in these initiatives all over the world. The participation of Black and African
American students in study abroad programs has been disproportionally smaller in comparison to
their White counterparts. In the next section I address the goals of study abroad, who studies
abroad, where students study abroad and impacts of study abroad programs. When searching for
data about the first HBCU study abroad program, I was not able to locate any literature. In the
next sections, I address the goals of study abroad, who participates in study abroad programs,
why and where students study abroad and, lastly, I talk about Costa Rica as a geographic area
and study abroad destination.

41
Goals of Study Abroad
The goals of study abroad can be summed up in the following concepts: enriching the
undergraduate experience, developing cultural awareness and competence, improving
intercultural tolerance and global learning, and achieving personal growth (Akomolafe, 2000;
Haas, 2018; Sharma et al., 2011; Pipitone, 2018). Enriching the undergraduate experience has
many positive outcomes: students receive college credits that help them graduate on time while
learning a language and culture of the host country. Study abroad participants have an
opportunity to uncover cultural diversity in the new geographic spaces. IIE (2021) cites one of
the reasons for studying abroad is to explore “cultural and linguistic diversity.” In doing so,
students improve their understanding of multiculturalism. Haas (2018) stated, “developing
cultural awareness and ultimately the stage of cultural competence occurs as a result of several
experiential, psychological, and behavioral factors” (p. 580). These factors rendered the students’
experiences abroad as a meaningful vehicle to achieve intercultural competence and take
advantage of cross-cultural communication.
Sharma et al. (2011), state that study abroad programs can help a student develop a global
competency and cultivate a global, multicultural perspective. Through participation in study
abroad programs students are afforded a unique opportunity for achieving a higher-level
multicultural awareness. Study abroad can be regarded as “a vehicle for global learning needs”
(Hovland, 2009, p.1). An “integrative vision of global learning” (Hovland, 2009, p. 3) is lacking
in education and a good understanding of what global means both, at home and abroad, entails
being a part of that concept. Study abroad participants have an opportunity to be a part of the
context of “intercultural understanding and tolerance” (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013, p. 46) too,
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and to see the world through their own eyes. In fact, they have to work seriously to understand
other cultures and to participate in cross-cultural exchanges.
Further, Hovland (2009) suggested that the students’ learning outcomes (SLOs) for study
abroad programs should be defined in three groups: “content, attitudes and skills” (p. 38). Course
content should be curriculum based, attitudes are dependent of the personal level of engagement
and skills are acquires through the intercultural interactions. Moreover, study abroad does not
focus on one issue, it rather encompasses and array of issues that Hovland (2009) defines as
“multidisciplinary global issues including: health and social justice, sustainability, globalization,
wealth, and poverty, identity, culture and, border crossing; and religion in global context” (p.
38). All of these could be of “vital interest for study abroad programs” (Hovland, 2009, p. 38).
Additionally, many young people experience certain degree of self-actualization
(Baszile, 2006b) when they are outside of their comfort zones. Students attending study abroad
programs are afforded an opportunity to experience self-actualization, and often times, that way
enrich their lives. Covington (2017) points out that “study abroad is important and useful path
because it can enrich the undergraduate experience, promotes student involvement, can empower
students, and gives them a sense of control over their lives” (p. 5). Students benefit from
experiential learning progresses towards adopting a more global vision of themselves and the
world.
Who Studies Abroad?
The United States State Department (2017) documented that, “every year, more than
300,000 American students go to study, intern, or volunteer abroad for academic crediting
programs” (p. 1). Study abroad programs can vary in duration with some as short as 10 days
while others are one semester or longer (IIE, 2021). Further, the U.S. State Department (2017)
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urges that “an international experience should be part of your education, whatever your goals,
socioeconomic status, or field of study” (p. 2). Historically, Black, and African American
students’ participation is lower, and is “limited to only 6.1 % of all enrolled students,” whereas,
the more than half (70%) of the participants are White (IIE, 2021, para. 3). These numbers are
not representative of the overall college enrollment of Black and African American students,
which makes up about 14% of the student body in this country (IIE, 2021).
Why Do Students Choose to Study Abroad?
Students choose to study abroad for different reasons all of which include being “a
holistic and potentially life-changing experience with a range of possible outcomes” (Benson et
al., 2013, p. 2). Although the students may have different motivations and expectations; ranging
from earlier graduation to improving their language skills (Block, 20013), many seek to connect
with their heritage (Akomolafe, 2000; Covington, 2017; Willis, 2012). The IIE (2021) claimed
that students like to “experience intercultural communication and to develop better
understanding of the world that surrounds them (para. 4).”
Impact of Study Abroad
Study abroad programs generate multiple benefits for the participants. According to the
Institute of International Education (2021), “Study abroad is one of the best ways students can
acquire global skills and open up personal and professional opportunities” (p. 1). After attending
a study abroad program, students’ perceptions of the world change. Their horizons expand, and
communication, cultural sensitivity, and language skills improve significantly. Students achieve
a higher level of global skills, which “encompasses learning about multiple issues and their
interaction” (IIE, 2021, p. 1). The study abroad program is an academic venue that should be
able to convey the message to the students-participants that “experiences abroad are key to
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assisting students in understanding the world and society around them” (Covington, 2017, p. 7).
The world is changing rapidly, and even though virtual reality has enabled us to “visit” many
places and learn skills that just a few decades ago were deemed impossible, study abroad is an
empirical experience of moving through space and time that cannot be digitally replicated. These
experiences make students more competitive and employable in the world of global exchange
and communication.
Costa Rica as a Study Abroad Destination
Every year many United States college students visit Costa Rica for short or extended
study abroad programs based in that country. The literature about Costa Rica as a study abroad
destination is rather scarce, and, I chose to write about the country’s geographic and cultural
characteristics from a visitors’ point of view. Costa Rica is a Central American, Caribbean
country, wedged in between Nicaragua on the north and Panama on the south, and between two
bodies of water: The Caribbean Sea on the east and the Pacific Ocean on the west. Costa Rica’s
mild climate, political stability, and economic prosperity attract many tourists and retired
expatriates from all over the world. The countrywide motto of “Pura Vida” (Pure Life) helps to
create the image of a carefree, relaxed, hospitable place where everyone wants to be
(CostaRica.org, 2020). This concept was introduced to Costa Rica from a Mexican film in the
1950s. At first Pura Vida was used as a greeting, but over time, it became an important adjective
to describe feelings, way of doing things as well as the philosophy of pacific lifestyle. Pura Vida
means to be happy with what you have, to not dwell on negativity, but to stay positive and
optimistic. Pura Vida conveys a pacific wholesome approach to life that exudes acceptance and
love. Pura Vida is a special space for my students, a New Dimension where students feel
accepted and loved. Figure 6 demonstrates Costa Rican geographical position in regard to its
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Central American neighbors. It further gives a reader an idea about its bodies of water, major
cities, and relief of the country.
Figure 6
Map of Costa Rica

Costa Rica is a peaceful, low-crime country with friendly, calm, and educated people
with a literacy rate of almost 97.9% (World CIA Fact book, 2020). The country has a peaceful
orientation reflected in the fact that Costa Rica has had no army since 1948 (Melendez Chavarri
& Quince, 1981). The ticos [the name that locals call themselves] like to say that their funds are
directed to education and universal healthcare system instead. Costa Rica is one of
approximately twenty Spanish speaking countries of Latin America that share a Spanish colonial
past. The effect of this past is noticeable today in the mixture of languages, ethnicities, and races:
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The history of Spanish-speaking America has been full of ethno-cultural diversity, to a
higher degree than anywhere in the world, because in this large geographic area there
were many encounters between three big cultural groups: Amerindians, Africans and
Spanish (Lobo & Obando, 1997, p.1).
Unlike in the United States, racial differences in Costa Rica are not as conspicuous.
Racial belonging is positioned in the context of the mestizo and criollo heritage, as
defined by the Spanish colonizing organizational scheme. Mestizo is a racial mix between a
Spaniard and an indigenous woman. Criollo is a “person born in the ‘New Continent’ to both
Spanish parents” (Lobo & Obando, 1997, p. 3). This division was and is accentuated by the
social organization based on a caste-like system. This system maintains that the lighter the skin
in Spanish America the closer the ties to Spanish peninsular origins. The pragmatic value of
these divisions translates into “the better chance of getting in the public service jobs” (Lobo &
Obando, 1997, p. 3) and an easier ascent of the social ladder.
Costa Rican people have somewhat polarized views about colonization and nation
(Melendez Chavarri & Quince, 1981). Some parts of Costa Rican society prefer to affiliate
themselves with the Spanish colonizing past and ancestry, while the others are proud of their
Tico heritage. Tico is how the locals colloquially refer to themselves. The term derives from Tico
adjective and noun diminutives ending in-tico instead of typical Spanish-tito (e.g., momentico
[little moment] instead of momenitito, chiquitico [little, small] instead of chiquitito).
Black people represent only 3% of the almost five million population of Costa Rica,
having come as railroad workers from Jamaica in the 19th century (Lefever, 1992). Costa Rican
people fiercely deny any kind of slavery affiliation, based on the experiences of my private
conversations. The presence of Afro-Caribbean cultural element in Costa Rican society seems to
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be a big magnet for my Black and African American HBCU students, who according to them,
seek locations where people might look like themselves.
Underrepresentation of Black and African American Students in Study Abroad
Existing literature (Ali, 2015; IIE, 2021) documents how students of color and minorities
are underrepresented in study abroad experiences. This noticeable trend of underrepresentation
has continued over the last few decades (Ali, 2015). Data collected by the Institute of
International Education (2021) regarding the 2016-2017 academic year showed the lack of
representation of students of color and minorities in study abroad programs nationwide. Among
the 332,727 participants, only 6.1 % identify as African American, and about 1.59% of the
overall study abroad participants are enrolled at an HBCU (IIE, 2021). My literature review
further illuminates an array of reasons for this unsettling trend.
Black and African American students are underrepresented largely due to the financial
impediments coupled with the lack of adequate support in the form of academic advising and
faculty mentorship (Allen, 1992; Ali, 2015; Akomolafe, 2000; Willis, 2012). Akomolafe (2000)
argued that study abroad programs are still not integrated in the strategic plans of many
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). Internationalization is expensive, and
due to economic hindrances, study abroad opportunities are often not feasible to many Black and
African American HBCU students.
A majority of HBCU students have experienced similar funding issues for decades. The
lack of funding paired with the lack of support from their professors and administrators, makes a
study abroad experience often unattainable to Black and African American HBCU students.
Studying abroad at HBCUs is regarded a luxury (Akomolafe, 2000; Ranney, 2013; Willis, 2012)
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that its students cannot afford. From my decade long experience as a Costa Rica study abroad
director, I can attest to the accuracy of this sentiment.
Another factor contributing to the underrepresentation of Black and African American
HBCU students in study abroad programs is the uncertainty about the existence of racism in
foreign countries. Willis (2012) warned: “racial dynamics, racism, sexism and microaggressions
do not mystically enter temporary stasis during study abroad sojourns, and therefore cannot be
ignored” (p. 226). While abroad these students occasionally have to deal with stereotypes and
animosity and these interactions have a far-reaching effect on both, present and future study
abroad participants.
HBCUs and Study Abroad
Currently there are 101 Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the
United States, 10 of these institutions are located in the state of Georgia, and only three of these
are public institutions. HBCUs serve Black and African American students, to fulfill “the
mission of HBCUs as institutions serving African American students, a group that historically
did not have access to higher education due to social, financial and academic barriers” (Allen,
1992, p. 28). Public HBCUs require substantial investment in support of study aboard programs.
Akomolafe (2000) argued that “historically Black institutions may have to rearrange their
priorities. It is imperative that HBCU presidents and boards of trustees understand that their
students may not be able to compete in the near future if administrators do not rethink their
strategies with respect to international education” (p. 106). Akomolafe’s visionary statement
from 20 years ago remains in force today for study abroad. Traveling abroad for Black and
African American students from HBCUs is still a challenging undertaking.
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Traditionally, public HBCUs attract students from lower-income families who want to
develop their academic identity in this unique and nurturing setting (Akomolafe, 2000). HBCUs
are considered sheltered spaces where students are able to explore their identity while obtaining a
higher education degree.
These experiential opportunities are meaningful not only for Black and African American
academic achievement, but also for study abroad program outcomes. Holistic nature of study
abroad experience reaffirms HBCUs educational mission and thus these two venues
complement each other. Brux and Fry (2010) denote that the Black perspective has six main
principles: “affirmation, strength, diversity, cultural vivification, social justice, and
internationalization” (p. 771) which should be included into the HBCU study abroad
curriculum. HBCUs need to increase opportunities for their students to encounter diversity and
that way expand Black and African American students’ cultural experiences. Through the
process of internationalization, the six principles previously mentioned, can be expanded
through the quest for social justice and the values of the Civil Rights movement.
Internationalization can help HBCUs argue against a singular narrative or definitive national
experience. Rather, the overarching perspective argues in favor of intercultural and crosscultural exchange which simultaneously enlarges the Black and African American students’
perspective beyond the sovereign borders.
Some Black and African Americans traveled abroad even before study abroad programs
were official, as “traditionally, African Americans were always better treated abroad than in their
own country” (Pipitone, 2018, p. 2). It was easier to escape racism in the United States. It was
easier for a Black person to live, for example, in France than in the USA (Baldwin, 1955).
Additionally, many Blacks and African Americans served in the military which for Otis Johnson
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(2016) was his “first experience in racial equality” (p. 76). Johnson further described his
experiences in the military as a Black in the early 1960s and subsequently his transition to
becoming a city mayor:
When we left the ship in Charleston, Blacks went their way and Whites went theirs. We
both just automatically went our separate ways with little thought about it. All of this
would change when we left the United States. Out of our country we were just Americans
(p. 86)
The service provided him however, with an opportunity to travel and see 12 different countries
that he defines as a “mind-expanding experience” (Johnson, 2016, p. 80).
The historical impact of the cultural and social segregation has left a big mark on Black
and African American students’ identity. In pursuit of posterity and opportunity for a better life,
Black and African American HBCU students can perhaps improve their competitive edge
through “multiple experiential opportunities” (Akomolafe, 2000, p. 103). Intercultural exchange
during study abroad helps the participants position themselves as credible narrators of the
counter story and promoters of social justice and equality quest. This counter story context
generates an additional responsibility for HBCU study abroad program participants to be
advocates of historically marginalized narrative of Black and African American experience.
Barriers for Black and African American HBCU Students’ Participation
in Study Abroad Programs
For Black and many minority students there are barriers which preclude them from
participating in study abroad programs. These barriers include financial constraints, lack of
personal and institutional support, and fear of discrimination (Chama et al., 2018; Covington,
2017). The most common barriers for HBCU students are the costs associated with the study
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abroad program. Study abroad costs can be prohibitive for Black and African American HBCU
students. Akomolafe (2000) reaffirmed that “many students from minority institutions cannot
afford the luxury of studying overseas” (p. 104). Another obstacle that minority students face is
the lack of institutional support embodied in faculty and mentors lack of engagement. According
to Alli (2015), “one of the most significant obstacles that African American students face when
considering studying abroad is the lack of mentors and faculty support” (p. 2). Low faculty
participation in study abroad programs over the years in the past, negatively impacts faculty’s
interest and preparation in international education and, “fewer numbers of African American
faculty can actually serve as mentors” (Ali, 2015, p. 2). Often, faculty does not receive training
and does not stay current in their study abroad preparedness. In sum, amongst many barriers that
Black and African American HBCU students face when enrolling in study abroad programs,
special concern should be dedicated to the: finances, family concerns and attitudes, fear of
racism and discrimination, historical patterns, expectations and, attitudes and institutional factors
(Akomolafe, 2000; Brux & Fry, 2010; Ranney, 2013; Willis, 2012).
Destinations for HBCU Study Abroad Participants
Students choose their study abroad destinations based upon their motivations, interests,
and goals. For many years, students from various HBCUs have studied abroad in European
countries to whose cultures they have no particular cultural or historic ties. Study abroad
programs that are structured with a clear experiential guiding pedagogy should present attractive
yet appropriate study abroad destinations. Study abroad participants should be able to expand
their language, culture, and identity by virtue of study aboard experiences. When study abroad
puts the ideologies of the rich countries in the center of its perspective the result is alienation of
already traditionally marginalized minority groups.
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Black and African American students from HBCUs want to go to places where people
look like them because of a “fear of racism” (Neff, 2001, p. 38). In general, internationalization
process promotes global destinations without considering the needs of Black and African
American HBCU students. According to IIE (2021), HBCU students typically select destinations
in: Asia (18%), Europe (24%), and Sub-Saharan Africa (18%). In current years, there is an
emphasis from the HBCU administration to promote travel to the African continent, especially to
Ghana (IIE, 2021). Ghana is of particular interest for its ports and the connection to the Atlantic
slave trade. HBCU institutions should have more of an Afro-centric paradigm in mind when
sending their students abroad. Akomolafe (2000) enforced this idea by saying that in order to
meet the expectation of their mission, HBCUs should prioritize studies focused on the African
continent. Black and African American HBCU students want to research their heritage and
HBCUs should be able to accommodate their inclinations.
In contrast, another group of HBCU students, around 35%, choose Latin America and the
Caribbean as their study abroad destination (IIE, 2021). They desire to further explore AfroCaribbean roots and culture as a point of reference for their own identity. Currently, these places
seem to be the most appealing study abroad destinations for Black and African American
students from the public HBCUs. As study programs become increasingly considered a vehicle
to overcome the “many disparities and inequities that occur in higher education institutions”
(Pipitone, 2018, p. 58) and, in that context, choosing study abroad destination also becomes a
more complex and challenging task.
Nonetheless, it is “more difficult to find a special bond of ethnicity with people in another
country than students would like” (Neff, 2001, p. 38). HBCU students often feel a sense of
estrangement and duality, where they are not readily accepted by Africans while in Africa or by
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White Americans while in the United States. These students feel a fragmented sense of identity,
that Sweeny (2013) captured as,
being surprised to find that their nationality becomes a primary aspect of their identity
when abroad, though this may not be the case at home; they are first seen as U.S.
Americans by their host community members rather than African Americans. (p. 31).
Therefore, these students find themselves in a liminal, in-between space where they do not have
a point of reference. By choosing these destinations, study abroad students might find
connections to their past. The popularity of “heritage seeking programs” (Neff, 2001, p. 38) is on
the rise, as the Table 1 demonstrates. Table 1 also details the distribution of HBCU study abroad
participation across the continents and countries. HBCU students have higher participation in
Latin America and the Caribbean (35%) and Europe (24%), followed by Asia (18%) and SubSaharan Africa (18%) and lower participation in Middle East and North Africa (3%).
Table 1
HBCU Study Abroad Participation Versus All Institutions Participation
Participation by destinations HBCUs participation
Top country destinations

All institutions participation

China, South Africa, Spain,
Colombia, France

United Kingdom, Italy, Spain,
France, Germany

Asia: 18%

Asia: 11%

Europe: 24%

Europe: 54%

Top regional destinations by Latin America and the Caribbean:
percentage participation
35%

Middle East and North Africa: 3%
Oceania: <1%

Latin America and the
Caribbean 16%

Middle East and North Africa:
2%
Oceania: 4%
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Sub-Saharan Africa: 18%

Sub-Saharan Africa: 13%

Note: Adapted from Open Doors on IIE (2021)

Cross-cultural experiences are important not only for the study abroad participants but
also for their teachers. Cross-cultural learning can be promoted through the right choice of the
destinations for study abroad programs for pre-service teachers. Pre-service teachers need to
“experience working with diverse population in order to develop the knowledge and skills to
assist minority students” (Phillion et al., 2009, p. 324). To be able to foster inclusive
multicultural opportunities for all their students, future teacher should experience diversity
offered in a study abroad program. Similar to the current study, a Honduras study abroad
program shed light on a study abroad curriculum for pre-service teachers, which “integrates
formal and informal learning range of in and out-of-class community-based fieldwork” (Sharma
et al., 2011, p. 326). Fieldwork is an empirical opportunity that any practitioner in the field of
education can appreciate. It is essential for teachers to “contextualize the curriculum” (Sharma et
al., 2011, p. 329) within the context of their culture, the culture of their students, and the culture
of the host country.
Conclusions
Study abroad is a non-traditional, experiential learning venue existing in the United
States for about a hundred years. Goals of study abroad vary but can be summed in: immersion
in other languages and cultures, increasing self-awareness, and expanding global perspective.
Students from United States colleges go abroad in large numbers and while the participations in
study abroad had increased over the years, Black and African American students are still sorely
underrepresented. In the context of underrepresentation, Black and African American students
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have even small presence and, there are many reasons for that. Primarily, Black, and African
American HBCU students lack financial and staff support to embark the study abroad endeavor.
Destinations for study abroad are often catering to the mainstream White educational milieu, and
that might be a contributing factor to why the Black students tend to have poor interest in these
initiatives. Costa Rica as destination seems to attract interest from both Black and White
students. The impacts of study abroad on HBCU Black and African American students is
invaluable. Study abroad enables students to take their perspective overseas, to develop a
cosmopolitan perspective in students and ultimately to help students reach a degree of
confidence and self-awareness.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
In the Prologue of this study, I spoke about my own experiences concerning languages,
cultures, and identities. This section was a means to express my personal feelings of anxiety and
hopefulness I experienced during the process of finding my identity, sense of language, and
sense of self situated within the new cultures. To do that, I decided to rely on postmodern
curricular theories, through cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He 2003; 2006, 2010; Phillion et al.,
2009; Phillion & He, 2008; Sharma & Phillion, 2021). This study is designed as a collection of
three compelling stories of graduates from a Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCU) Costa Rica study abroad program.
Participants in this study identify themselves as Black and African American graduates of
a public HBCU. I collected their stories with a focus on the uniqueness of the immersion
experiences of Black and African American HBCU students in Costa Rica. The program lasted
one summer month each year, during 2011- 2019-time frame. Participants attended study abroad
programs, in summers of 2011, 2013, and 2015.
These participants’ backgrounds, framed in a historical context and supported by their
cultural capital, are the key elements in describing of their study abroad immersion experiences
(Banks & McGee Banks, 2013; Bourdieu, 1977, 1994; Yosso, 2005). According to Nettles
(2005), “community narratives are shared among members of the community and serve as the
context for personal stories” (p. 21). The narrative of Black and African American communities
is overlooked in the traditional curriculum and education (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Study abroad
not only highlights the HBCU students’ experiences, but it also celebrates Black and African
American cultural capital and shared struggles against the racism. One of the most significant
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roles of the curriculum should be to allow the “subaltern to speak” (Spivak, 1994, p. 93) and
study abroad program as a nontraditional venue achieves to do exactly that.
Research Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore how Black and African American students from
various Historically Black Colleges or Universities (HBCUs) located in the Southeast region of
the United States perceived their language, culture, and identity experiences during a past study
abroad Spanish language immersion program in Costa Rica. The inspiration for this study is
derived from my own experiences as a facilitator of this study abroad program for nine
consecutive summers (between 2011-2019) and from the anecdotal observations I made about
how this study abroad program transformed the lives of participants. The goal of this dissertation
is to illuminate how an immersive study abroad program enabled my Black and African
American Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) students to have meaningful
language acquisition, cultural exploration, and identity expansion experiences.
Research Questions
The overarching research question for this study is: How do Black and African American
students from various Historically Black Colleges or Universities (HBCUs) located in the
Southeast region of the United States perceive their languages, cultures, and identities from past
study abroad immersion experiences in Costa Rica?
Sub-questions are formulated as follows:
•

How did the students experience changes in their languages?

•

How did the students experience changes in their cultures?

•

How did the students experience changes in their identities?
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Black and African American HBCU students from the Southeast region of the United States have
a compelling story to tell the creators of the official curriculum, to the administrators of their
schools and to the rest of the world. Their story is the one of struggle for social justice, equal
educational opportunities and of striving to live a life of dignity and respect.
Cross-Cultural Narrative Inquiry Methodology of Ven conmigo (Come with me)
Ven conmigo in Spanish translated into English is "come with me." With this title I
wanted to honor Spanish language immersion and Costa Rican language and culture. During the
study abroad program, participants are immersed in a personal voyage through Spanish language
acquisition in Costa Rica, with me as their main professor. Our experiences were intertwined,
representing a series of encounters situating a specific time, place, and people. Cross-cultural
narrative inquiry (He 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion et al., 2009; Phillion & He, 2008; Sharma &
Phillion, 2021) best aligned with the purpose of my dissertation and best enabled me to capture
these lived experiences.
Narrative inquiry represents a research that is conducted through the storytelling
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1990) in which “a participant offers his view of the struggles for justice
and, against exclusion in education” (Sharma & Phillion, 2021, p. 4). In this process, the
information relevant to the research is gathered through the collection of participants’ stories,
reflections, and artifacts. Personal experiences are honored and validated as a credible resource
for research; they are not categorized and defined by fixed theories (Phillion, 2008).
Narrative inquiry informs a path of understanding and inquiring of various experiences
through “collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of
places, and in social interaction with milieus” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 20). Further, this
concept comes to life, as a result of intertwining of various categories, such as energy, ideas,

59
time, place, space, and overall collaboration, as presented in the chapter of Theoretical
Framework. Narrative inquiry methodology enabled me to collect and share stories while
applying Bakhtin’s concept of Chronotope as a part of experiential learning (Bakhtin, 1981a;
Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1993) to interpret immersion experiences of HBCU students at study
abroad program in Costa Rica.
The New Dimension concept, as a theoretical framework extension seemed a natural
appendage of Cross-Cultural Narrative Inquiry methodology approach. New Dimension enables
people, languages, and cultures to meet and interact. It can be based in imagination and serve as
a motivational situation and a new space for cross-cultural learning. In the New Dimension the
encounter of chronos and topos with new people and energies creates a pleasant experience.
Students exchange experiences with me, amongst themselves, and with local nationals at the
school and outside. In addition to the encounter of time and place, New Dimension
accommodates new narratives and dreams that come out of these different social interactions.
New Dimension enables a new space to study abroad participants to dream and envision their
future and possibilities. In the New Dimension we can search for what we want to be, social
constructs and limits do not apply, because we create this space by ourselves, for ourselves.
Cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion et al., 2009; Phillion &
He, 2008; Sharma & Phillion, 2021) allowed me to interpret and utilize the participants’
interviews, journal entries, field notes, and other copious materials that former students have
volunteered and gathered during the last few months of the research. This process has located
participants’ “subjective experience and situational meaning” (Nettles, 2005, p. 21) in a relevant
educational and personal context. This context has included languages, cultures, and identities,
but also the HBCU formative experiences and homestay experiences in Costa Rica.
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He (2003) described cross-cultural narrative inquiry, as a “river forever flowing, forever
creating multicultural deltas, ever richer, ever changing” (p. xxi), in that context, as an evolving
descriptor of these processes, is always changing. This research methodology requires the whole
person’s involvement and it is further compelled by personal values and passion about social
justice and love for engagement (He & Phillion, 2008). While drawing from our own experiences
and autobiographical roots, participants in the study and I have interacted on a relevant, personal
level. By researching the participants' historical circumstances in this inquiry, I have placed my
study in the context of a continuous narrative of an oppressed group. Black and African
American HBCU study abroad participants have versatile and compelling stories to tell. They
grow up and go to school that is a part of the mainstream discourse that continuously minimizes
the historic contributions of their ethnic and racial group.
Further, Connelly and Clandinin (2006) suggest, “our identities are composed and
improvised as we go about living our lives embodying knowledge and engaging contexts” (p. 4).
Cross-cultural experiences (He 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion et al., 2009; Phillion & He, 2008;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021) are important in a formation of new “self” (Baszile, 2006a) for Black
and African American HBCU study abroad participants. On top of being a significant factor in
the development of languages, cultures, and identities, Black and African American HBCU
students’ experiences in Costa Rica are a meaningful vehicle for understanding the underlining
collective trauma of racism and discrimination, and possible paths for its resolution and healing.
Contexts of the Stories
My research is situated within the context of my participants’ multidimensional and ever
evolving composite of reality. This composite is a snapshot of the complex interactions among
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language, cultural, and identity factors. The narrative of this research posits that this composite
changes over time based on different contributing influences as,
For nothing is fixed, forever and forever and forever, it is not fixed; the earth is always
shifting, the light is always changing, the sea does not cease to grind down rock.
(Baldwin, 1963, p.1).
Thus, in the following sections, I describe the contexts which have greatly influenced my
participants’ academic and personal development: The American South (Georgia) Context, The
Institutional Context, and the Study Abroad Program Context. When describing the institutional
context, I dedicate a part of it to the history and the role of HBCUs in education and over all
cultural development of the Black community of the Southeast.
American South (Georgia) Context
Georgia is recognized as one of the oldest, original United States colonies, as well as one
of the strongholds of the Confederacy during Civil War. This context also has a notorious history
as it pertains to race relations within the local school systems. My primary source for historic
context of the South is Dr. Otis Johnson, former mayor of Savannah and currently Scholar in
Residency at Savannah State University. Johnson (2016) argued that U.S. Supreme Court cases
such as Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) established “legalized segregation of the races in the United
States” through the “separate but equal doctrine” (p. 47) and explained the palpable disparities
across the South. It was during this era, when segregated schools were inherently unequal that
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were founded.
All schools in the South remained forcefully segregated until the Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) verdict ended decades of physical and social segregation (Johnson, 2016).
Johnson (2016) was a twelve-year-old boy when de verdict was announced, and he recalled
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being “eager to go to a white school to compete with white boys and girls” (p. 47), yet that
opportunity did not materialize until a decade later, after he started college in Savannah, Georgia
(2016, p. 47). Instead of embracing the benefits of diversity and celebrating the advantages of
desegregation within the school system and in our county, there was the creation of visible
distance among cultural groups divided by race. These visible forms of distance forged the
historic educational deficiencies within oppressed groups and bred the economic capital
disparities.
Segregationist policies continue to affect the academic opportunities available for Black
and African American students (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Although centuries have passed since
the Brown v. Board of Education verdict, schools in the South remain vastly segregated and, as a
consequence, Black and African American students grow up in predominantly segregated
communities with little or no diversity. Moreover, these students still experience a generalizable
lack of multicultural exposure and diversity deeply rooted within the curriculum (LadsonBillings, 2000).
Institutional Context - HBCU
My university is the oldest, public institution of approximately 100 Historically Black
Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) in the United States. My HBCU was established through the
Title III, Morrill Grant legislation mandating Southern states give land grants to their Black
communities for establishing schools. The university was built on a marshy, insect-infested
parcel of land in Southeast Georgia. During the early years that land was far from being desired,
yet under the visionary guidance of the institution’s first President and with arduous support of
the city’s Black community, the institution began serving Black and African American students.
This study examined how immersive study abroad programs at HBCUs offer opportunities for
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Black and African American students to experience academic and personal growth in a diverse
setting.
The inaugural president was also a large proponent in favor of HBCU students having
immersive study abroad opportunities. He personally loved travelling, vowing to make it part of
his institution’s offerings, and consequently he argued that “students of color learn Spanish and
travel abroad” (Haynes, 1996, p. 33). Today, my HBCU successfully maintains this vow by
offering three established long-standing summer study abroad programs traveling to: Costa Rica,
Ghana, and Trinidad and Tobago. Additionally, my institutional mission includes references to
globally educating students.
During the last decade, I observed that with higher student enrollment numbers we had
one or two other trips added to the offerings, but these three trips were continuously available to
our students for the last 10 years. The International Education Center is an instrumental entity
that helps recruit, prepare, and stay in touch with study abroad participants. Further, this office
provides various types of help to the study abroad participants; from filling out the forms,
obtaining passports, overseas health insurance to packing the necessities for the trip.
Program Context: Ven conmigo a Costa Rica
The Costa Rica Study Abroad is a Spanish language acquisition program that I have
established, designed, and developed the past nine summers (2011-2019). During that time,
around 50 students from various public HBCU and other institutions in our state have
participated in the study abroad program. My University is a part of University System that
consists of 26 university units. Being a part of the University System enables us to offer our
study abroad program at other university units, especially if they do not offer the same
destination to their students. Students simply sign up for our program with a status of a transient
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student and, at the end of the trip, we provide the copy of transcripts to their institutions, with
credits they earned during the study abroad program. After many years of working with different
university institutions, I know ahead of time which ones are the more expedient versus not so
expedient ones.
After about a year of researching locations, I set my mind on Costa Rica. The reasons
were many: geographical closeness to the United States, friendly people, absence of observable
racism, mild climate and, last but not least, potable water. My reasoning was that if I would not
feel comfortable taking my own children somewhere, I should not take other people’s children
there either. Participants’ safety was a paramount component of my decision, when choosing the
study abroad location.
In 2010, I contacted a school called Academia Centroamericana de Español (ACCE) in
Grecia, Costa Rica. After a lot of negotiating and we signed a Memorandum of Understanding
between our two schools. The research of the location, contacting, setting up an itinerary,
negotiating various aspects and pricing of the trip took me about a year. The first study abroad
group departed July 2011 to spend four weeks in Grecia, Costa Rica. The group was rather small,
it had only four participants, undergraduate students from two HBCU sister institutions.
Since the program has been developed, in these last few years we add or change activities
as needed. However, the shell of the program stays the same as established 10 years ago. I was
lucky that my institution entrusted me with such an important task and, that the administrators
did not and do not question my decisions regarding the study abroad program. A relatively high
degree of autonomy is only compensating for the lack of the financial support for the program, I
can add.
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Recruitment for the Program
Most of my study abroad students come from my home institution and from the other two
public HBCU institutions in the Southeast region of the United States. Most eligible students can
participate in a study abroad program at the other sister institutions for college credit. Eligibility
requirements include a 2.50 overall grade average point (GPA). My long-standing cooperation
with other faculty members across the region, many of whom do not have a study abroad
program in Costa Rica, enabled me to recruit their students as potential study abroad participants.
To date, there have been about 50 participants in the program. This total number includes several
participants who were able to repeat the program and participate in it two or three times.
I start recruiting for the next summer study abroad immediately upon my return from the
trip. The International Education Center invites me every year to their biggest recruiting event:
First Study Abroad Fair at the end of September. During the fair I advertise my program and I
keep the sign in sheets at hand, so students can leave their names and email addresses.
I maintain email correspondence with potential participants throughout the school year.
This correspondence includes occasional reminders of our monthly interest meetings. These
meetings are to maintain the enthusiasm, through presentations from former travelers as well as
activities such as a Spanish speaking hour, a salsa night or a dinner for students interested in
going to Costa Rica. During these meetings, I also to help students fill out scholarship
applications, passport applications and build rapport among the students. In collaboration with
the International Education Center, I post brochures throughout the various buildings and
advertisements on the TV screen in the Liberal Arts building, where I work. When it comes to
the other institutions’ students, I pay them a visit in the beginning of the school year for
recruitment purposes. If there are interested students, we keep in touch through emails and phone
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calls. I put an effort in being present virtually and through their International Education Centers.
Students sign up for classes before we leave on the trip.
Prior to traveling abroad, students are encouraged to take Spanish classes on campus.
They are also expected to have some proficiency in speaking and interpreting vocabulary words
or phrases from the Spanish Language Primer (included in Appendix F) I have created prior to
our departure. Students are issued the list of necessary travel and personal items for the onemonth trip abroad.
Pura Vida in Costa Rica: Experience of lifestyle of acceptance and love
In my literature review, I developed the concept of Pura Vida as it pertains to our
experiences immersed in the Costa Rica. Pura Vida is a greeting but also a state of mind and
acceptance of one’s life circumstances with positivity and hope. While in Costa Rica, our
program tries to convey that feeling and spirit of the Pura Vida to the participants. This program
is a four-week study abroad language acquisition and immersion program that we conduct during
the month of July. For one month, the students live with local families who volunteer to host, and
who get trained ahead by our partnering school on site. Families try to help students each step of
the way, especially as a cultural and language reference.
The director of the partnering school in Grecia, Costa Rica, and I are available to the
participants 24 hours a day, in person and by phone. All classes and activities are mandatory for
the participants. They attend Spanish language classes daily for 4 hours. Activities outside of the
classroom are carefully planned and lead by experienced local guides and professionals. I
monitor the classes, taught by the local professors, and I chaperone all the activities.
Cultural and linguistic input (Krashen, 1981) during Study Abroad in Costa Rica is
comprehensive and multifaceted. Students learn not only from their host families and teachers,
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but also from the local population: from tour guides, drivers, activity supervisors and instructors,
bank tellers, store workers, farmers and, basically, from everyone they meet in the country.
Decisions that students make during their stay in Costa Rica affect their cultural integration not
only in the host families, but also in the local school where they attend Spanish language and
culture classes.
Several groups of students during these nine years had taken a trip to the east side of the
Caribbean coast to an area mainly inhabited by Black Costa Ricans who are originally from
Jamaica. Jamaicans came to Costa Rica as railroad workers and did not experience slavery in a
way that African Americans did in the United States. However, the Costa Rican government did
not permit settlers of Jamaican descent to leave the area of Puerto Viejo (Caribbean side of Costa
Rica) until the 1950s and they kept them segregated in the area of Limon.
All these elements constitute an outstanding opportunity to observe, learn and actively
participate in the intersection of time and place while meeting new people and cultures, and
acquiring new language and skills that affect the fluidity of identity. Study abroad participants in
Costa Rica come back home changed and motivated to achieve their personal and academic
goals.
My Role in the Program and Positionality in the Research
My role in the program is multiple: I am the organizer of the trip, a teacher, an
interpreter, and a chaperone. I need to remind myself though, that I am a White female teacher
with all Black and African American students. In this context there is a need to acknowledge my
Whiteness and my White privilege and, as Renney (2013), states:
It is imperative that the study abroad advisor, if he or she is White, understands the
power afforded to him through White privilege, and how it will play a role when
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counseling minority students on study abroad options. It is also important to understand
White privilege in the context of study abroad motivation; if the student has faced
discrimination in the U.S., then he may fear racism overseas as well. (p. 17)
I reflected a lot about my Whiteness and White privilege during writing of this thesis. What
helped me in my role as a researcher are the students who saw me as “other” or different, due to
my accent and demeanor while I speak English. After sharing my story of Balkan origins as a
European underdog, I was not any longer only a White woman to them. They learned from me
that nations such as Albanians, Montenegrins, Bosnians, and Kosovars, who traditionally do not
have colonial past, are culturally and ideologically closer to the marginalized and oppressed
groups in the United States. My autobiographical roots are embodied in my “past and present
lives” (Cavan, 2006 p. 115) and, I made those lives known to my students, colleagues and now,
to my advisors and professors in the program of Curriculum Studies. My own story consists of
struggles, passions, loss, and achievements. My story matters and the best I can describe it is in
the words of an unknown Madrid’s taxi driver that I once heard there: La lucha de la vida (The
life’s battle). Everything I do is affected by some aspect of that continuous lucha (battle).
My positionality as a researcher is affected by three categories that are integral to my life
experiences: languages, travels, and education. I speak, read, and write fluently in seven
languages: Serbo-Croatian, Russian, Italian, French, Spanish, Latin, and English. My “second
linguistic personality” (Matveeva, 2016, p. 9), often dictates what and how I do things. I tend to
interpret concepts in the context of cross-cultural experiences that I have had. Through these
experiences I have learned that “everyone has a story to tell” (Sharma & Phillion, 2021, p. 3). I
approach the complexity of the interaction of languages, cultures and identities with utmost
curiosity and passion.
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The second part of my positionality is related to travel. I was not able to travel until later
in life due to my modest economic background. I have experienced the breakup of my country,
which had additionally afflicted my personal trauma, on top of the already existing historic
collective trauma of my people. I know that “connections between learning from travel overlap
and are entangled with connections from learning, from teaching, and learning from research”
(He & Phillion 2001, p.7) and, in that context I do my best to facilitate my students’ travel. I am
with students from the moment we meet at the airport before the departure until the end of the
trip. In short, while abroad even though my students live with homestay families, we spend a lot
of time together, i.e. in school, during all the excursions and, during out of class activities.
The third part of my positionality stems from my belief in education as a remedy for
many social issues. I know that education has helped me become a woman I am now. Over time
my education has enabled me to work in several countries with people of different backgrounds.
I especially believe in the experiential pedagogy in education (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1993) which
represents learning as a transformative and liberating process. It is the educators’ role to create
rewarding opportunities for students while empowering them to reflect and build upon what they
encounter in their daily lives and thus participate in democratic dialogue. I facilitate students’
immersion into the language and culture when we go abroad. I also aid students in presenting
their own narrative at home and abroad by creating physical opportunities and connections in
respective communities. Students’ representation of their own cultural capital in Costa Rica is
authentic and it generates a lot of interest amongst the locals. My role often is to translate,
chaperone and be a liaison between students, local school, and homestay families. I am also there
to ensure the quality control of the program. After the scheduled Spanish language classes, I
organize panels (i.e. Black expatriates in Costa Rica), movie screenings (“Que se muran los
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feos”) and visits to the local child care centers (Guardería de los ángeles), where students have
an opportunity to volunteer.
All of these reasons make me want to promote the New Dimension as a possibility and a
dream that can be fulfilled. In today’s busy, unjust, and traumatic world we need hope.
Curriculum infused with hope has more potential to reach the traditionally excluded and
marginalized parts of the society.
Recruitment for the Research
Prior to any data collection, during the month of November 2020, the Georgia Southern
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) approved my study. Potential participants were
identified from those Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) students who
engaged in an immersive study abroad program under my guidance between the years of 20112019. These potential participants completed four weeks of classes abroad during the summer
semester (July) at Academia Centroamericana in Grecia, Costa Rica. They attended classes five
days a week, four hours of which were devoted to Spanish language, and resided in the homes of
local families in the town. These potential participants also engaged in various extracurricular
enrichment activities. At the time of this study, these potential participants could have been in
the process of finishing or had already graduated with their undergraduate degree from their
respective HBCU. All potential participants were over the age of 18 years old and self-identified
as being Black or African American.
Each potential participant received an official email inviting them to participate in this
project. The participants committed to three semi-structured, Zoom recorded interview sessions,
with each session being approximately 75 minutes. The Zoom online conferencing platform was
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selected as it allowed for the exchange and recording of audio and video interactions simulating
a face-to-face interview scenario given the limiting factors of the pandemic.
Research Participants
From the more than 20 potential participants, I invited two men and one woman to
participate in this study. These participants were identified as they made the most remarkable
gains as a result of their study abroad experience and could illustrate the student experience
across multiple years of the study abroad program. These gains are uniquely captured in the
participants’ stories.
All of these participants have since graduated from their respective HBCU and it has
been a number of years since their study abroad experience occurred. Yet, as you will read, these
participants claim their study abroad experience distinctly transformed their lives.
Before conducting the interview, we reviewed the informed consent form and protocols
together and all questions were answered. Each participant eagerly consented to participate and
helped earnestly. To maintain the confidentiality and protect their personally identifiable
information, the participants selected a pseudonym and personal pronouns by which they would
be referenced with all materials produced from this research study. A more thorough description
of the individual participants follows in Chapter 4.
Story Collection Methods
The methods used in this research are reflecting the qualitative narrative nature of the
cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021). Thus, to accurately capture the participants’ stories, I employed a
variety of methods, gathering their stories through semi-structured interviews and the collection
of personal artifacts, such as journal writings, pictures, and mementos. I collected stories through
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semi-structured interviews and transcribed them verbatim in those interviews. The stories
became the central part of the field text I created. In addition to the stories I added other
materials collected from the inquiry participants. These materials are journal entries, pictures,
letters, itinerary, brochures, power point presentations that the inquiry participants shared with
me in their personal Google Drive Folder. I also included my own recruiting emails, materials,
and Spanish Primer Manual. All the materials are labeled for easier reading and organized in
appendices at the end of this work.
Table 2 demonstrates how I created the field text for this study. It was important to me to
address different aspects of my students’ life and school experience as a context for study abroad
Spanish language immersion experiences in Costa Rica.
Table 2
Field Text Creation
Stories Collection

Questions Answered Through Storytelling

Interview 1

Growing up Black or African American in the United States.
HBCU experiences and before study abroad. Focusing on
languages, cultures, and identities.

Interview 2

Experiences during study abroad.

Interview 3

Story sharing about the materials from individual Google Drive
Folder (Appendices). Reading journal entries, reviewing writings,
pictures, and artifacts. Refreshing the participants’ memories about
the experiences related to the artifacts.
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I wrote down my own observations and notes about the participants during our personal
interview sessions. I took written notes about my personal observations regarding the
participants’ behaviors, mannerisms, and things I felt were relevant to the study. Participants
shared, via Google Drive, their personal written journals and other artifacts which were
incorporated into their story. During the third interview session we discussed the documents
from the Google Drive folder. This allowed me to verify my comprehension and accurateness of
interpretation of their stories.
Interviews
I conducted a series of individual and semi-structured interviews, that utilized openended questions designed to prompt the participants to reflect upon and provide rich details
regarding their experiences (Rahyns, 2018). The interview questions probed the participants to
provide responses that contributed to answering the overarching research question: How do
Black and African American students from an HBCU in Southeast Georgia perceive their
language, culture, and identity from past study abroad experiences in Costa Rica?
The interviews were conducted and recorded using the Zoom online conferencing
platform. The online platform allowed for the exchange and recording of audio and video
interactions simulating a face-to-face interview scenario given the limiting factors of the
pandemic. Each participant met with me a total of three separate times with each session lasting
approximately 75 minutes. During these sessions, the participants were asked to put a few
artifacts they selected into an online Google Drive folder. Each folder was secured by personal
log-in accessible only to me, as the researcher, and the participant. The third and final interview
session centered around gaining clarity and elaboration regarding the provided artifacts. During
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this session, I specifically solicited a rationale for each artifact from the participants and checked
my understanding of their experiences to ensure accuracy of my findings.
Personal Artifacts
Participants various deposited artifacts (refer to Appendix C Artifact Protocol) such as
handwritten journal entries, pictures from all the participants, an itinerary, a fundraising flyer, a
Spanish Language Primer (refer to Appendices D through G) and other mementos into an online,
Google Drive, folder. These online folders were secure and accessible only to me and the
individual participants. These artifacts were selected as the participant connected the item to
distinct aspects of their narratives as part of the data. This source of data was discussed during
our third meeting with the intention of obtaining an explanation and any clarity on why the
participant selected the item. All of these artifacts helped refresh our collective memory but also
relive the encounters that we all shared in Costa Rica enriching the interview data collected. I
believe these narrative stories are more complete, colorful, and accurate with the use of these
artifacts.
Story Compilation and Representation
The methods used in this research are reflecting the qualitative narrative nature of the
cross-cultural narrative inquiry (He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021). The purpose of this study is to show the language, culture, and
identity experiences of Black and African American HBCU students in past immersion
experiences in Costa Rica. One initial assumption I had was that the participants had a
compelling story to tell. This fact in itself is impressive, considering that the participants grew up
in the institutionally oppressive system that aimed to keep categories of people separated as “the
other” outside of the mainstream discourse (Hall & Du Gay, 1996). These students directly
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witnessed and personally felt the effects of the paternalistic racism (Appiah, 1996; Hall & Du
Gay, 1996; Siddle-Walker, 1996) systemic throughout the United States.
My goal was to close the gap in the literature about Black and African American HBCU
students’ study abroad immersion program experiences. This study allowed me to document
“[their] process of continuing emerging and becoming” resulting from these encounters (He,
1995, p. 216). Study abroad students spend time in a different environment, culture, and
language from their own, but as He (2003) stated that “the difference could be the starting point
of our learning” (p. 71). Through active deconstruction of the traditionally assigned stereotypes,
assumed societal positions, and myths like the hidden curriculum, we can transform our school
system permanently. The participants’ narratives of success illustrate this point. Within this
existing framework, I urge you to view the participants’ stories provided as counter story
narratives, mapping the multicultural issues within the society (He & Connelly, 2008; Phillion &
He, 2003).
In developing these stories, I first created a field text (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000)
which I organized chronologically capturing the participants’ stories as told by them. While I
used a semi-structured interview approach, the participants were able to interject ideas or
memories that may have been triggered during our discussion. Emerging from these interviews
were the similarities in early educational experiences, experiences within the HBCU context,
challenging experiences prior to their study abroad trips, experiences during study abroad
program, and, finally, experiences related to after the study abroad program.
In the effort of creating of the field text, I proceeded with transcribing the recordings. I
used the Microsoft Word 365 online program to transcribe the stories which amounted to
approximately 600 pages of transcripts per person. After completing of the transcription of each
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recuerdo or memory, I started listening to the recordings again, and I also re-listened to the
recordings several times to verify my observations. I combined the participants’ stories and
artifacts into one narrative to create a field text. In composing of the field text, I followed the
“research interview as field text, along with photographs and letters” technique (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000, p. 4). Within the field text each participant’s memory was entitled by his or her
name. Through the process of iterative coding (Saldaña, 2012), I highlighted the words that were
most common across the transcripts. “A code in qualitative inquiry is most often a word or short
phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative
attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2012, p. 3). Induction coding
as a qualitative practice helped me as a researcher to derive first impressions from the data
(Saldaña, 2012), in this case from participants’ words and artifacts. From those words and
artifacts, I developed a set of codes and phrases on a separate sheet of paper. I grouped these
codes and phrases together to form the emerging themes. Through a subsequent review, I
identified the most relevant common themes from which I built my findings and conclusions.
Next, I organized the themes using the paradigm of tres recuerdos [three memories]. Although
the word recuerdo [memory] has multiple translations, the underlying meaning embodies a
memory, souvenir, or something you take away with you. I strongly believe that these
participants took away much more than the linguistic gains, cultural understanding, and an
increased sense of self from the immersion study aboard experiences. Costa Rica enabled them
to have those recuerdos or memories and, to proudly speak about them to the wider audience.
Representation of Recuerdos [memories or souvenirs]
Each participant’s story is showcased in a separate memory or souvenir story. Further,
each recuerdo [memory, souvenir], is divided into three parts. First, I present my summary of

77
each participant’s profile augmented with their self-descriptions and selected background
information. Second, I present a condensed verbatim excerpt from my interview transcripts that
portray the participant’s languages, cultures, and identities, within the context of educational and
personal experiences in their own words. It was my intention by using this verbatim method to
preserve the integrity of their story in an original form and to limit any unintended biases that
might be interjected through my own word choices. This is why my observations, comments, or
clarifications are added at the end of the recuerdos (memories, souvenirs) using italicized text
within a bracket after each participant’s narrative. Third, and finally, I present selections of each
participant’s narrative that I used for my analysis. As narrative inquiries are “always strongly
autobiographical” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 121), I incorporated my observations to help
paint a portrait of lives the narrator comes from and interacts with (Geertz, 1995, p. 65). This
highly autobiographical approach (Geertz, 1995) implies that “our research interest come out of
our own experiences and thus shapes our narrative inquiry plotlines” (p. 121). Ultimately, I
included this narration to underline the impact this study abroad program had in terms of
languages, cultures, and identities for these participants.
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CHAPTER 4: TRES RECUERDOS DE COSTA RICA [THREE MEMORIES FROM COSTA
RICA]
No es este el relato de hazañas impresionantes es un trozo de dos vidas tomadas
en un momento en que cursaron juntas un determinado trecho, con identidad de
aspiraciones y conjunción de ensueños. ¿Fue nuestra misión demasiada estrecha,
demasiada parcial o demasiada apresurada? ¿Fueron nuestras conclusiones
demasiadas rígidas? Tal vez. Pero este vagar sin rumbo por nuestra mayúscula
América me ha cambiado más de lo que pensé. Yo ya no soy yo o por lo menos no
soy el mismo yo que antes. (Guevara, 2003, p. 51).
[This is not the story of impressive feats. It is a piece of two lives taken at a time
when they traveled a certain stretch together, with identity of aspirations and
conjunction of dreams. Was our mission too narrow, too partial, or too hasty?
Were our conclusions too rigid? Maybe. But this wandering aimlessly through our
grand America has changed me more than I thought. I am no longer me or at least
I am not the same me as before.] (Guevara, 2003, p. 51).
This chapter narrates, using the participants’ words, how their study abroad experience
influenced their development, specifically as it pertains to their awareness of languages, cultures,
and identities beyond their own backgrounds. This chapter is written in the format of three
stories entitled: 1. El Recuerdo de Flaco, 2. El Recuerdo de Brianna, and 3. El Recuerdo de Ten
[English translation: 1. Flaco’s Memory, 2. Brianna’s Memory, and 3. Ten’s Memory].
Each participants’ story is condensed into approximately 15 pages of narrative form. The
participants are identified using pseudonyms (Flaco, Brianna, and Ten) which they selected, as a
means to maintain the confidentiality of their identities. Before each narrative, I give a short
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description of each participant and after each narrative, as the researcher, I present my
observations in italicized font to distinguish their recuerdos [memories] from my observations
and comments.
Flaco
Flaco self-identifies as a 34-year-old, Black African American man. He used the terms
Black and African American interchangeably throughout his story. At the time of his interview
participation, he was teaching middle school Spanish language in Southeast Georgia. Flaco
continues to be a young, vibrant, artistically inclined person. In addition to teaching Spanish, he
also is a photographer that, coincidentally, he credits to that initial study abroad in Costa Rica.
Flaco was 25 years old, and, in his words, on an 8-year program for graduation when we
went on the study abroad trip. He was an undergraduate student at one of three public
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) in the state of Georgia. He was pursuing
an undergraduate degree in English language as he always had an interest in poetry, music, and
English language. According to his own account, he was “good with words” and that talent is
what had driven his decision in choosing his college major. However, after the study abroad
experience in Costa Rica, he decided to pick up a minor in Spanish language. This decision
enabled him to earn a master’s degree in English from a graduate school in Puerto Rico where he
perfected his Spanish and easily surpassed his teachers.
I vividly remember the day his parents dropped him off at the campus before the study
abroad departure. His father jokingly said to me: “He is yours now, do what you gotta do with
him to get him though these classes.” Flaco won me over immediately by a sincere statement:
“You are not Black. I expected you to be Black,” and to which I retorted: “And I expected you to
be Chinese, because your last name sounds Chinese.” We laughed as we embarked on our next
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steps together: exploring the dimensions languages, cultures, and identities with our feet on
Costa Rican soil. This was the first time in Costa Rica for both of us.
Our trip took place in the summer of 2011. The group was comprised of only four
students and I was not sure until the last moment whether the trip would be cancelled due to low
enrollment. Two students came from my home HBCU and the other two from a sister university,
another public HBCU. Flaco was the only male in the group. The girls often looked up to him for
help with decisions, directions, and protection during our outings. He lived up to our
expectations.
While in Costa Rica, the students were in class with a native Spanish professor for four
hours each day. After classes, we spent an extensive amount of time together in different
activities, excursions or just in unstructured outings. I like the outdoors, so we all shared that
passion from the beginning of the trip. Everyone got along extremely well to the point where we
attended Zumba classes together at a local gym three times a week. This group was athletic and
daring. These students took advantage of the opportunities for water rafting, zip-lining,
parasailing, horseback riding, and trail climbing. Thankfully Flaco was also a lifeguard in his
hometown and he agreed to assist us during different water related activities. Flaco’s narrative
starts with reminiscing about growing up Black in the South. His story continues through
experiences with languages, cultures, and identities; HBCU college experience; and his Costa
Rican study abroad experience as a formative part of his development.
El Recuerdo de Flaco: Flaco’s Memory
I was born in Oklahoma. We lived in Augusta, Georgia. We lived in Germany, Tampa,
FL and then we end up settling in [Georgia]. So, I was six or seven when we moved to
[Georgia], and that's pretty much where I grew up. Growing up in [Georgia]—that area it was

81
nothing but Black people, so I think most of us as kids didn’t get to experience other cultures
unless we, our family, was of another culture, and so we experience each other. We had the same
experience because we’re growing up together. My parents are from Florida, and so we had
different foods in the house. We had a different type of language. We always went home to
Florida, so I always had that influence and come back to Atlanta and we just mix it back up.
Interesting, I didn't hear the word Black [as a racial term] or I wasn't referred to as Black
until I moved to the United States. So that's something. That was my first time learning that
identification. I've never heard anything about being Black in Germany.
When I got into [Georgia], everybody was Black. The teachers, the principal, everybody
at the stores, in the neighborhood, everybody was Black, so that was the first time I had solid
majority: Black plays with Black school. They were like one White person in the school. Yeah,
yeah it was a big culture shock. I think middle school’s a turn for the worse. That’s why I teach
middle school now. Academically and socially, it got pretty awkward. I guess the kids who
weren’t doing their work were the popular ones, and so I was trying to fit in and not do any
work. Pretending like I wasn’t a nerd. It made it more awkward because socially people knew I
was a nerd. I wasn’t accepted on that side either, so this is weird. Academically, I was kind of
just C student.
I had no real direction on what I wanted to do. Uh, but I love music and so I played in the
band, and I was on the swim team. So, that kind of helped me a lot socially. Specially playing in
the band in Atlanta, has a huge band culture in the African American community. So, those were
pretty much my first travels besides living overseas when I was a kid. I was going to Alabama or
North Carolina. In Kentucky, to marching parades and stuff like that. Now I also use music to
help teach the language. Yeah, and so not only do they [students] have to memorize some songs,
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but they have to write their own songs teaching others. Well, I see that I still had a connection to
the art form.
While at the HBCU, that is when I started paying more attention to the racial makeup. It
was, more so, the police that was the first thing. Okay, because we didn’t see any Caucasians.
Basically, on that side of town at all, it was rare unless they worked at the school. And when you
go to the North side, that’s when you start seeing, like Confederate flags, and back then, I still
didn’t think anything of it. But then you started seeing plantations and then they were like still
the name plantation you like, wait, what? Like what? Yeah, that was more so, it was more so. It
came from the police on campus and off campus. Really. We had a lot. I almost felt that one time
I told my mom this. I was like, I think I fit the description of everybody that they look for
because it’ll always be there: the Black male, dreadlocks. You hear that it’s like the typical the
person that they look for, but I had a short haircut. And, I will always get pulled over or stopped
or searched. [He rolls his eyes]. Or you know, I got pulled over on my bike. You know, um? Just
from riding, while always being aware. That made me become aware of the police.
Well, I had a traumatic experience connected to that too. I was in a jewelry store with my
grandma and there was a girl in there. I was playing. I guess I was playing on one side of the
store and she was playing on the other side of the store. And, then, I heard, “yeah, the Black kid
right there” and I was, I didn't know what that meant. And so, she was pointing at me and her
parents came over to tell my grandma that I called her the ‘B’ word. She said that I called her a
bitch. Oh, and I hadn’t. I hadn't gone anywhere near the girl. So, my grandma looked at me and
said, “Did you do that?” And I was like, “No I didn't. I didn't touch her. I didn't look at her. I saw
her from way over there.” Think I was five. That was my first experience hearing that I was
Black and then I kind of got whooped at, you know, during the same conversation.
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At the HBCU, I actually took Aruba [language] for the summer semester. Great teacher.
The class was fun, but I didn’t really grasp anything. I had always been fascinated with other
languages and I was like, oh, it would be cool to learn one. But once I did terrible in middle
school, I was like I don’t think I could. I couldn’t do this, and then, I did terribly in high school
too. So, when I got to college, the Aruba was cool, and then I took Spanish. Um, and, I failed it.
While I was growing up, in the household we spoke English. Um, the younger kids, we
spoke what we call Black English Vernacular. This is our own version of it [English], and then
you know the Atlanta version of English, socially. My parents spoke Standard English. I
understand that I can play around with language. Excellent understanding of my own language
helps me learn how to play around in other languages. For example, Puerto Rican Spanish is
completely different from Costa Rica Spanish. And, uh, when I went there, well, first I connected
to the language through rap music ‘cause I love rap music, so I will listen to reggae song,
Spanish rap, and they help me understand the dialect a little more. So, they were cutting off the S
in the words. They cut everything off and I was like, oh, we do the same thing in Atlanta. That’s
exactly how we talk. So, now I could understand where the inflections are coming from, what’s
missing from the word, and I could easily just hear and understand it now.
I have been called the ‘N’ word, you know some random White guy screaming out of
truck. So, for being Black you know I came from Atlanta, so everything was already all Black. I
was used to it, but the HBCU taught us a proper way. Here are the ways that you looked at in
other places. Here are some people, how some people look at you, so you have to be able to
move. You have to be able to interchange between your character and the way you talk.
Sometimes just to survive. Then, I got so used to being treated so generously in Costa Rica that it
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made me just want to be generous ‘cause of, you know, just growing up with a lot… And, being
in the HBCU, too, you know, you experience a lot of negativity.
Languages open you up to other worlds, and it opens you up to a lot more people. Just
saying “Hola” to somebody can open up a whole, a world of friendship and love and sharing and
stuff like that. Just by attempting to say something to somebody else is language can open up so
many doors for you. Culture made me look at myself, my culture, wonder what are the things
that make up our culture and what can I explain to people around the world when I travel. Like
what’s our culture, food, music? You know, religion. Attitude and things like that, fashion. Also,
then it made me look at other cultures to and to be a lot more open to even something I wouldn’t
allow in my own house. I see you know the culture, and I say well if that’s something that they
agree on, that’s just the way of life, you know so, accepting basically. I mean if I go somewhere,
I’ll probably participate.
The idea of going to Costa Rica was already life changing, so like I say I grew up with
most majority Black people around my life. Not too much cultural experience, but once I started
to the idea of leaving out of the country that changed my mind frame on how I thought about
things. So, I went into it, no expectations, which is kinda like a something I applied to my life
right now because it worked completely. I didn't know what to expect. I'd be like I'm gonna get
my credit, I'm gonna be right. I did do a lot of research though, on the country before, and so I
wasn't nervous. I looked at the demographics. I looked at where we staying. Look at the city, the
history of it on all of the national parks and all of that so. I knew a lot about the country before
we got there. I had a fear about a lot of things. And of course, before leaving people would say:
oh man don't go out there. I mean they are kidnapping people and cutting people’s heads off. I
mean we watched too many traveling movies. Oh, so that helped me overcome fear and let
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learned about the country obviously and all I did. You learn about yourself too. I do anything I'm
a no choice type of person like this. If I signed up for it. I don't have a choice. I have to go. Oh,
what it [immersion] did for me was take away that one. I called it… It was a pause. I remember
before I will leave.
There was plenty of obstacles [before leaving] a lot… and they were like the paperwork
process was so difficult. Luckily, I had a bicycle on campus. I mean, HBCUs, everything is a lot
different. Everything is a lot slower so, when it comes to paperwork you can get information
from one person and they'll tell you gotta go to this office and you go there and then they send
you back to the first office you left from it. They'll find somebody else to who knows this and
you kind of realize one is study abroad, so a lot of people don't even know about it. Department
inside of it is at the school and so you gotta bring a lot of attention to what you're trying to do
and you gotta be in their faces in order for them to help you. And so, I learned that their phone,
the phone call stuff like the only time I could talk on the phone was either with you or Jane [staff
member at Flaco’s institution]. Oh, I talked to her like every day. Yeah, I talked to her every day
and she said that was her first time. She learned a lot because I kept, I called every day on the
phone to we had to get this kind of form. This kind of go from start from the passport. I think
getting the credits verify, getting the correct credits transferred, applying for it, man. It was so
many different departments and buildings that I had to go into so many people that I met. Oh,
yes, secretaries and administrators in department chairs. Just to get the small information, so is it
was everyday process. Oh, I had $1000 presidential scholarship that I applied to. And then
dealing with the financial aid advisors. That part was easy 'cause I had dealt with them so much
before and we went through so much and my mom honestly, my mom made it easier because
maybe a year before that she had baked my financial advisor cookies. She came down one day
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and you know financial aid in the HBCU is that's a whole another, that's a whole other difficulty
level. So, when we finally got in there, she handed her the cookies. I could walk straight into the
office after that. I don't have to wait in line anymore, so when it came to study abroad, and I let
her know I was like, hey, I'm going to Costa Rica for a summer and now is like how do I get the
money for it? She's like, oh don't worry. I got you. Oh look, so she set those funds aside, so I can
have that for the summer. I had a side job at the time, so I was able to save money. Before going
to Costa Rica and then financial aid. That scholarship really helped me too. The financial aid is
the biggest issue that was even when I was working as a study abroad student recruiter for my
last year [in college]. That was the biggest reason why most students at the HBCU didn't travel.
Because of the finances. Yeah, and they will sign up, but when they saw the price, they kind of
just deterred away from it. Was like no, I gotta work this summer or I gotta take these classes to
graduate, and it's hard to convince somebody that the experience is a lot richer than the rush. Oh,
no one that they got a job waiting on them when they graduated or so some of them had no idea
what was waiting on them, but they weren't willing to yeah to spend the money or go broke or
try to save you know that was hard.
Technically, this was my first flight as an adult, and definitely my first flight out of the
country. I was just fascinated that they had a fried chicken place like yeah, this reminded me of a
Black neighborhood. They just happened, I was not looking for them [pause]. I wasn't looking
for him. They just what happened and then I say, huh? That's interesting like, you know the first
song I heard. There we got in the car with my dad [home stay, Tico dad]. There was “Don't stop
till you get enough” by Michael Jackson. Okay, then then we go into the mall and I hear 50 Cent
[a rap music artist] on the speakers and then we go in the store and this is huge 50 Cent poster.
And I'm like what they know about 50 Cent, you know? So, it was just running anything is that
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that's all that reminds me of home right there. It made me proud to be Black. How interesting I
was to other people. We got to give them a different point of view because you know, a lot of
people I talked to even in other countries, or I guess now since social media, everybody is aware
of a lot of stuff around the world now. But before, you know, people didn't know anything about
African Americans outside of basketball and rap music. And, so, I'll get questions about like, oh,
do you know Michael Jordan? And I'm like I've never seen the guys, like there are 50 states in
the United States. 400 million people, I’ve never seen him. Oh, but when they would get another
perspective of a Black American, and they will, they will have a conversation they would just get
a whole different point of view just from the people around explaining like, oh, this is how it
goes. Where we're from, you know, I don't even know where Georgia was. I always will have to
explain like Disneyland. Like yeah, okay, cool, on top of that. That's Georgia. I had, uh, they
didn't know where Georgia would be. He never heard of Atlanta. Only thing was Florida, New
York, and, I think, California that people had heard of at that point. So, just to give him in a
completely different perspective, what African Americans were like, it was new. I just feel free. I
feel free and accepted now. The first time I ever felt that before. People were staring at me out of
fascination. No one was tucking their purses away when I got closer. Nobody crossed the street
when they will see me coming in that direction. No one don't wanna follow me around the store
to see if I was stealing something.
Yeah, well, la abuela [grandma] rubbed my skin and she just said, que bello [how
beautiful]. I still get every time I say it, I get chills and she said exótico [exotic]. I remember that
weird feeling; that was the first time I was referred to as exotic. Oh, and so, we usually call
people who are from other places exotic, so they hear that about myself and maybe realize, oh,
I'm from somewhere else. Oh, and when she [grandma] said, well, there's like Tú eres la cosa
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mas bella que yo haya visto [You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen], and I was like
she called me beautiful. And, I was like, I didn't know you could call me exotic and beautiful,
wow. Uh, it still gives me chills just thinking about it and that was pretty much my welcome into
the country.
Being a representative of my race aboard, I felt definitely proud. Already, that's ten years.
My goodness, wow. You know, social media wasn't as big as it is now, and the news was still
spreading slower. Um, I think it's the year before that there was a kid named Oscar Grant in
Oakland. They got him shot by the police in his back. And so, I didn't even, I hadn't even read
about that story, um? That was something I would hear like in rap songs. Yeah, people talk about
it, but I never saw it on CNN or anything like that. So, when it came to be being in Costa Rica, I
would tell people about racism, but I was so out of the world of that. You know, I really wasn't
focused on normal.
I remember I went into a liquor store and didn’t have a brown bag. I felt that back home I
would have been stopped by the police for that. I feel open, I was comfortable. I was able to be
Black as I wanted to be and with no fear of judgment. Being Black in Costa Rica, I thought I just
feel free. I feel free and accepted now. The first time I ever felt that, before I was okay being
Black, I didn't have problem. Um, and then, our interactions in Costa Rica were always great.
I learned a lot of patience too. That's when I started learning. I still use the amount of
patience I had today. Teachers were very patient. Extremely patient. I remember one day. I've
hung out pretty late and I had like a cold that last week. I pretty much was falling asleep in class
while we were having a one-on-one conversation. I remember right now. And she [the teacher]
was like let's go outside. So, we went outside, and she's like this, “Let’s go to the pharmacy”
And, uh, and while we're out there, I was still learning. To still having me learn and she was like,
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“Come on say I'm sick, to Mr. Pharmacist. Estoy enfermo [I am sick], and they were talking
about like I needed Tylenol and, what I was feeling on the inside, she had me describe my
symptoms.
Pura Vida. I think about it all the time. Hearing that kind of like gave me a new meaning
of life or something [pause] that is Costa Rican culture. That phrase describes everything about
the pure life, from the food to the air [I observe how Flaco’s eyes light up while talking about the
“Pura Vida” concept. To this day we greet each other that way.] I remember going to that one
restaurant inside of the mountains. It was like in a valley, and they were making a coffee, and I
was like, oh where the coffee come from, and he just pointed to the mountain side and I was like,
oh. Oh, but the interaction with people was always wonderful because people always had
questions. I was assuming because I was Black, and a lot of people hadn't seen that many Black
people around and then they would always tell me about the town Limon. I remember I met a
Rastafarian Costa Rican uh-huh. He was light skin with dreads.
My professors would walk past me in the hallway, and they would say, “! Buenos días!
Cómo estás?” [Good morning! How are you?] and it will take me forever to respond or not,
'cause I'm thinking of what I needed to say. By the time I'm at the other end of the hallway, I'm
screaming back like oh Bien y usted? [Well, how about you?] It took away that gap to where I
just got used to responding. And, so, that is when I broke into speaking it. Also, my ear training
had gotten good, I could start hearing what the words were breaking. I stopped translating. And
more so started understanding the context and context of what we do is.
As a second language learner, it gave me confidence to be able to know that I can
actually speak it. When I had that moment where I'm saying, oh my God, I'm actually speaking
Spanish. I never thought I could do this. Yeah, Costa Rica gave me that. It took me away from
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being nervous and the pauses and the translating and it just pushed me into wanting to learn to
want to help me to stay connected to the culture. And so, yeah, Pura Vida I never wanted to lose
that feeling and so, I made sure that when I came back to the United States, I just immersed
myself where I was.
Oh, I got some Elvis Crespo CDs, some merengue, some reggaetón. I would put those
[CDs] on and I dance in the room by myself. I memorized the words. I knew it be a while before
I traveled again. On my Netflix movies, I started watching him in Spanish. I would watch more
movies from Spanish speaking countries. I sought out Latinos, when I moved back to Atlanta. I
make sure I surrounded myself with people that spoke the language too. So, yeah, I had to create
my own immersion experience once I came back.
I visited Peru and Mexico. Peru helped me kind of just certify hey, I’m a Spanish speaker
now. Mexico did too, but Puerto Rico took that all of that away, because of people say they
speak the ghetto Spanish of the Spanish speaking world, but they also speak Spanish in English Spanglish. Spanglish – their sentence structure is English. Ha-ha.
Costa Rica completely changed my life and both of the careers that I'm in now. I pretty
much started in Costa Rica. I'm a Spanish teacher now. I learned Spanish in Costa Rica. I am a
photographer, and Costa Rica was the first place. Well, when I was taking the pictures, my
camera wasn't doing any justice. You know this place is way too beautiful for these pictures that
look like this. They were bad, and so, when I moved back to the United States, my first purchase
was a camera. Oh, and Costa Rica completely changed me. Tell you, I was much more of a
patient person [after the trip] I was much kinder. I was more willing to show affection.
Physically, accept it in public, show it in public. Oh, it brought me back to like simple things out.
You know, walking around town with Shaneia. We will go like get ice cream and sit on the
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bench and talk. Like play games, verbal games, and then we would laugh. Yeah, this is probably
like the simple things for spending time with your family. Noticing how important that is,
dancing with your family, singing. Being fearless, having confidence.
I remember coming back [to the United States]. In the airport, and people would just it
wasn't that they were being rude, it's just that that's how they are, business like, yeah there's real
business. I was so happy to be home and I'm like hey everybody! And everybody is what's up
yeah whatever, and just keep moving. It was actually a culture shock coming back.
I became well-travelled and open culturally to anything, any ideas. I was able to
empathize with the other side and see it from their experience. I became a better person. It
brought me back to a romantic kid, being a nerd and studying. I smiled. That was pretty much
the first time since being a kid that I smiled before going to Costa Rica. They are open to loving
you for who you are. Even the craziest ideas. Like, I remember telling Loly [one of the teachers]
that I had 8 girlfriends and she asked: Cómo se llaman? [What are their names?] The other girls
[in the group] were arguing that I could not have eight girlfriends, but she went along. That’s the
type of things I was used to back home. I was used to that my ideologies in the United States
were wrong, but not in Costa Rica. All Pura Vida. Tell me about it. Loving, nurturing, nature,
kindness.
That’s actually when I picked up Minor in Spanish. I realized I was already in the Minor,
basically had to take three more classes and I to make sure that I stayed grounded in the language
and culture. I added Spanish Minor to my college resume. Then, I got a job with International
Education Center [IEC], and I became a student study abroad recruiter. We went to Peru on
Medical Internship trip I was not supposed to go, but as I spoke Spanish and worked at the IEC, I
was allowed to go. I talked about my experiences to Costa Rica to recruit. My purpose was just
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looking back how I grew up and going to all black schools and to HBCU. After Costa Rica and
Peru, I realized that I grew up not knowing how to interact with other cultures. When I was at the
international Education center, I wanted to grab freshmen especially and introduce them: Hey
y’all, there is more cultures out here, there is more to the world than what we experience. What
we experience at HBCU is solidifying the Black culture. You grow up in it…you learn what our
Black culture is, but we still don’t experience diversity.
We have to learn how to interact with other cultures and that’s going to help us be more
successful in the future. Resorts are cool, but cultural experiences of interacting with real people,
visiting their uncles, cousins, friends, you find similarities and it is more relatable. I haven't been
out to the club this year, but yeah, I still dance, and it was interesting 'cause I still I talk about
this with my girlfriend. Now, she's a yoga teacher and I tell her that my first time ever really
paying attention to my hips was in Costa Rica. It was that night when they taught me how to
dance, and I think a lot of men don't really not.
Men in the United States. I say more Caribbean, more African men; they have an
awareness of their entire body, the way they move and dance. So, I mean, Costa Rica taught me
everything. That part of my learning, my body learning; how it moves and what's appealing to
and just learning how to dance a different type of sway, that was lovely. I tried to journal every
day if not and I even made little notes. Oh, for the most part. Oh, I stopped on the last 10 days. I
just jotted notes. I think I was having too much fun. If I didn't journal that day, I will
automatically start forgetting some things, some details. And so, I didn't journal the whole
weekend in Manuel Antonio and so, I had to really think about, you know, small conversations
and everything in order for me to remember. I say by 90% of the time I wrote every day.
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[Journal writing sample as in Appendix D] It is the same all over the world; we are about
dat dough! He [street vendor] sold me merengue, salsa, y cumbia cds for 2000 colognes [Costa
Rican currency 4 dollars’ worth at that time], but they were like 1000 a piece! This reminded me
of Slim Hustla! Anyway, we rode home, but I missed my Zumba class and the Lago [dance
club], but it’s all good! I had a great day. Thank God for allowing me to LIVE; especially like
this…in Jesus’ name I pray…Amen!”
I guess being outside the United States made me reflect on it and it's kind of like for
what? Like why is it so much tension? Oh yes and it made me see how ridiculous some of the
things that racism, sexism, colorism all these isms. [There] Is so much division any? The name is
called the United States and so, you know the exact opposite of the name. It really gave me a
negative view of the United States. I didn't want to go back, and I felt the tension as soon as we
got off the plane. Yeah, so it wasn't the same good morning or how you doing it was just, you
know, I got off the plane like hey everybody, hey back you know where about did stole your bag
in like wow? [HBCUs is the concept of schools unknown to the Costa Ricans, but even to the
Americans.] People from the United States somewhat knew of HBCUs. I remember that group
from California that came in the second week. They had no idea what the HBCU was. Um, I
think there's only a couple of them in California, or there are majority black schools, but they're
not classified as HBCUs, so they didn't see the point. It kind of makes sense. And Costa Ricans
had no idea- they were like why do you have a Black school, when I will talk about where I
come from a. …Uh, all Black school? They're kind of like why? Why is your school all Black?
Didn't like, oh, man, I gotta explain to you its idea, history and go back to slavery and
stuff like that so. The fact that slavery happened so long ago and I'm in an HBCU. You know and
I'm proud to say I would. The first class that we took, I don't know how all HBCUs is called

94
HBCU Intro. It was kinda like intro to Blackness, and every student has to take it, but they talk
about like the diaspora and everything and like it started in Africa starting, in West Africa. And
then just being at HBCU having people come to the school to speak that used to hang with
Martin Luther King or right next to him during the March of Million, who knew the people that
knew Rosa Parks and you know, listening to their stories, and you kind of look back and you see
where you are, and you're like oh wow this is this is the place! These are the places that they
were writing about. These are the stories, well, people writing about.
Pieces of the Black experience everywhere, all over the campus, and so you get at some
point you get to choose which part do you wanna be in. You got the Greek life, you got the
studious life, and then you can break it down. Through major we got the business majors over
here and then they dress like this. And, then, you got English majors over here. Everybody over
there smoke[s] cigarettes or you can go to. The math majors, everybody's by themselves, you
know, and you could pick a group if you want to be a part of the fashion code. You wanna be a
part of the music or the drama plays in? You know, rap or sing. It was just so much to pick from.
Yeah, you could be a degenerate. You know you could just party, do drugs all the time and sell
drugs you know. And, even in the dorms the dorms are like little communities. Yes, so, I
remember going down the hall, we had a studio across the hall. We had a guy down the down the
hall that clean shoes or a guy across the hall from him who cut hair. This guy will sell tobacco.
The other guy will sell the snacks. And, so, we get to the point where like I don't even have to
leave the building.
Identity is… um…that's the most complicated one. Uh-huh, identities are pretty much
every experience we’ve had. Rolled up into a meatball, a human being, and then all the ideas and
things that we want to be in the future. Oh, and identity is always evolving. Oh, you start with
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the news? Uh huh, the news puts a lot of fear in, I think our image [of Black people]. In the
media is demonized, and so I mean, I can’t even watch the news for an hour and I’m afraid of
what’s going on outside and so. On crimes that will happen like where I’m from in in Georgia,
who I will see Dekalb County, which is my county, house fire, rapist, murderer, all of this death
and crime, and then they we go to Gwinnett County… Well, more White people are there, and
then the people on the news. There are complaining about potholes in the street. Something that
happened at some of the educational venue, you know. They complain that their things about it:
the stuff that is affecting their lives.
Reflections on Flaco’s Memories and Stories
Flaco’s memory reveals a recognition of his changed personal, linguistic, and cultural
growth. The impact of Costa Rica on Flaco’s life, as reported in his narrative, was immeasurable.
He credits this trip for many positive changes in his life. Flaco applied for the Program, in order
to just get the Spanish credits and fulfil graduation requirement. At the time, he was not thinking
about becoming fluent and communicating in Spanish language, let alone becoming a Spanish
teacher. Flaco went on the trip without major expectations. However, upon his return from Costa
Rica, he was employed as a recruiter for International Education Center at his school. There, he
observed the difficulties his students were facing when trying to travel abroad. One of the biggest
issues they faced too was funding. His memories reveal a sense that he felt accepted and special
in Costa Rica. To this day, Flaco’s eyes light up when he recalls those encounters. He felt proud
of being Black and he started appreciating his Blackness in the context of the new country even
more than before. He also told the story of HBCUs, racial profiling and police brutality to the
local and to the other Americans abroad. Flaco realizes that the negativity of racism and
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segregation have influenced his life, but he also makes note of that time as someone different
than he had treated him with love and kindness.
Flaco did not want to lose his newly acquired language and cultural skills, so upon his
return from Costa Rica, Flaco pursued a minor in Spanish. Shortly after he applied to a Master
Program in Puerto Rico, where he spent 2 years, speaking Spanish, and enjoying the culture
daily. Attending an HBCU seems to have solidified Flaco’s identity and it he reports that it
helped him with the sense of belonging. HBCU has also enabled him to participate in the
experiential learning and cross-cultural education. Coming back to the United States was an
event Flaco reports with a feeling of loss and disappointment which ties into a sense of sadness
and loss in his facial expression by the end of the story. Flaco recounts his observations and
wishes for betterment of his community life that still lives in adversity and under duress.
Brianna
Brianna is a vibrant, beautiful 28-year-old, who self-identifies being both as Black and
African American interchangeably and a woman. She has spent most of her life in the Southeast
region of the United States. Her experiences growing up were mostly in Black communities
within a large immediate and extended family. She is a compassionate and fun-loving young
woman with a sunny disposition.
She described her childhood as uneventful within a supportive family that emphasized the
importance of unity, love, and education. Brianna resided in North Carolina until approximately
the age of 12 when she moved to a city in Southeast Georgia. The portion of the city where she
resided was historically inhabited by African Americans and segregated from the White
mainstream populace. She expressed that it did not bother her growing up Black, since most of
her peers, teachers, and coaches were Black.
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Most of her family members studied at HBCUs, so she was familiar with the environment
when she arrived on campus. During her childhood, Brianna felt that culturally she lived a life of
an all-American teenager without any question or issues with the mainstream culture. Her openminded attitude was also a composite of her academic success, sense of belonging, and laid-back
personality. She appreciated being Black and living in a Black community.
When I met Brianna, she was a student in one of my Spanish classes at the HBCU. She
demonstrated her willingness to work hard, taking on a role in the Spanish club, and practiced
her language skills beyond the classroom. She also voiced an interest in traveling abroad with my
group.
We traveled to Costa Rica study abroad trip in the summer of 2013. I remember that
group as one of the most laid-back, fun-loving, and nicest group of people. They were very
independent and while keeping me posted about their whereabouts, they explored the country off
the beaten path. There were nine students in the group: one man, two transgender people, and six
women. These students were for the most part non-traditional students, in their late 20s and early
30s.
We traveled to Limon, the East Coast of Costa Rica which is inhabited mainly by Black
people of Jamaican descent. This excursion sparked a lot of interesting conversations about the
race and racial relationships. I felt that this group of students had helped me heal and return to
normal after cancer treatment. I vividly remember one of the students helping me during our
rafting trip. The love and acceptance of the Costa Rican people did not go unnoticed by these
students. They transferred those positive feelings to the members of their study abroad group as
well as onto me as their instructor. When I was on the mend, after the cancer treatment, the
kindness and caring of my students helped me regain stamina and heal faster. Their compassion
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and selflessness, positivity and humanity will remain etched in my heart. Brianna’s narrative
starts with reminiscing about growing up Black in the South. Her story continues through
experiences with languages, cultures, and identities; HBCU college experience; and her Costa
Rican study abroad experience as a formative part of her development.
After this study abroad trip, Brianna earned a Minor in Spanish language. She currently
works for the marketing section of a government organization and is residing in the Atlanta area.
El Recuerdo de Brianna: Brianna’s Memory
So, I actually grew up in [redacted town name]. I'm from [redacted town name], okay.
The whole family is there. So, my parents actually got divorced when I was in first, second,
grade and then we, me and my mom moved to North Carolina. And then, I spent a lot of time
there, um, and actually some friends there that I keep in touch with but as far as like primary
years like elementary middle school. I don't remember much, just learning. I guess, um, and it
was a fun time. And like I said, I still keep in touch with some of the people now you know when
we got social media you when they found all your old friends and all that good stuff. We kind of
grew up in this tech age. So, after that my mom got homesick. Well, no, we had my little sister
when I was there. I actually have a total of six sisters related through my dad, but my youngest
sister from my mom's side of the family. She was born in North Carolina, so maybe, then shortly
after that we moved back to [redacted town name]. You know, just because it was more family,
more support or help, all that good stuff.
I was in 8th grade. I was maybe like the middle of my middle school year and I went to
Dundy middle school. It was very different from middle school in North Carolina 'cause middle
school in North Carolina was kinda like high school. I will say that I probably matured a lot
faster there than I did in [redacted town name], only because of like the structure of like the
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classes, the freedom that we had. It was structured like high school and then in middle school, we
even had lockers for example. But then when I got here, when I got back to [redacted town
name] for middle school, we didn't have lockers. We walked in lines to get lunch. You know, it
was very, it was very different, and I would just say I wasn't really used to it. Not to say that like
I didn't conform, but it was just not what I was used to, growing up in [redacted town name].
So, like we went to church, and I went to summer camps so a lot of the people that I
knew from all of those activities actually were at my middle school, a lot of them, so it wasn't
like I didn't know anybody. You know 'cause we didn't have phones at the time. It's kind of like I
remember getting my first phone. I remember doing all of these first. Now kids got phones, that
too, you know when they're born, seems like it. Yes, that's what it feels like sometimes. So, yeah,
um, so. So, I was doing all that, and then, um, like one day in the hallway, I ran into my cousin,
you know, and it was just random. I didn't even know he went to the school. In middle school, I
actually had been playing the flute since 6th grade, so I played that all the way through high
school as well. We didn't even get into high school yet, but I did play instruments. Well, yeah,
that was pretty much middle school. I mean it was cool.
High school was great. We went to basketball games, and I really enjoyed high school.
Every day was just something, and a lot of those friends I had in high school, I still have and
that's over like 10 years of friendship, 'cause some of them actually went to middle school with
me, too. In high school I was in band. I was in ROTC, uh-huh. I was also, um, yearbook editor,
my senior year. So, it was also here in [redacted town name] that I got my first job. My first job
was actually at the movies, and I worked there up until my freshman year of college and that was
fun. Having a movie job, you know, it's cool thing to do, I guess.
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Then I got my license. I got my first car. I went to a concert, and, I love going to concerts
like even to this day, so I think that's like one thing that is kind of stick. It stuck with me, um.
Love, love, love like concerts, music, festivals all that good stuff. And then it's funny 'cause my
mom even played the flute. Oh, so I played the same one she played. I thought about doing it [in]
college, but I was like no. I wanted to enjoy more of everything else. Okay, I mean like if I go
back right to it all over again, so it means it is hard, but I feel like I made the most of it. I would
definitely say happy. This year is actually was our ten-year reunion high school 'cause COVID
we didn't get a chance to do that, so no high school reunion. So, um, so yeah, that was fun. And
then, of course, in band we were always in like the homecoming parade, and then after my
family would be tailgating. So, it was just homecoming was always definitely an experience for
me too, in North Carolina and in [redacted town name].
I knew a lot of like North Carolina history moving back to Georgia. It was like certain
things I just did. You know, now, let's say I don't know them now. I just, I was just kind of like
school stuff that I didn't know. I didn't know certain things historical wise. I grew up on the west
side of town. I have family here. As far as I culture and language, of course, I speak English, but
um, I guess when you talk about like dialect and more like slang. I think it's different when
you're around certain people. So, growing up, my grandmother would correct me all the time if
something wasn't right. She still does it actually to this day. Um, as far as grammar is concerned,
you know. Diction, enunciation, all that good stuff. Like if it wasn't for my grandma, I probably,
I don't know. I probably wouldn't understand the word. I would say, [redacted town name] is
Geechee but nobody in my house, really, I mean, you can tell how they speak, maybe is in the
accent somewhat, but it's still pretty decent English. It's not like, broken or anything like that.
And then, when I got to college, I think that's where I was exposed to more of a lot of these
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students who are also from Georgia. Other parts of Georgia. None of us sounds out like how
sometimes you might think.
I didn't realize sometimes, I guess, you think people from the same state sound the same.
If that is not the case at all. I actually kind of pick that up when I first started working. I would
notice that people of a more Caucasian race would sound way countrier than we might, versus
we sound like we have a Southern drawl and people say like we sound like we were from New
Orleans. I can kind of see if you wouldn't know I was from and they, I guess, they equated to
being from like a port city like by the water that's kind of where it comes from, but I mean, of
course at my HBCU, you have people from Macon, you have people from Atlanta, or from
northern Georgia. All these people sound so different.
Vernacular English from Atlanta, I don't think it has a name to be quite honest with you.
Kind of like you know how Jamaicans they have. Like when Jamaicans speak, but like West
Indians, they have like patois, yes or some sort of you know broken English, but we don't to my
knowledge. Okay, this kind of how they speak English. It just, just comes with the accent. I don't
know if you've ever seen the movie A T L, is called ATL is with Don, TI Harris, and Lauren
London. It's funny but when you watch it, there's a scene in the movie 'cause the movie is based
out of Atlanta and it is hard to understand.
I wanted to go to an HBCU. As a kid in North Carolina, actually I used to live right
down the street from the University, which is also an HBCU. So that's kind of where I'll learn
what an HBCU was, but I didn't really have any intentions on going back to North Carolina for
college, so actually my plan was to go to Art University [private school in redacted town] 'cause
I was gonna study graphic design and I just wanted to be an art student and blah blah blah. I
went, I applied, and I got in, but the only other schools I applied to actually were other HBCUs. I
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applied to the University [other HBCUs in the state] and that was probably influenced by my
mom. She went to an HBCU, my aunt, my grandma. They are most of my whole family went
there [local name for the school]. My older cousin went there. My sisters went to another public
university [in our state]. I was gonna apply there but excuse me, when I went to visit the campus,
I didn't really like it. It felt like a hospital. Always tell people that it's kind of strange, but it didn't
feel like home to me.
I think that was kind of like what influences my HBCU decision because it just felt like a
family in like, you know, the Greek life and all. I guess maybe I just wanted way more of a
social life than what I probably needed, but that probably influenced it, too. So, but then, Art
University was like there, I got in, I did get a mini scholarship, but it wasn't hardly enough to
cover it, so my mom would just say, hey this just might not work. You know, maybe you should
start at the HBCU and then you could think about an Art School for grad school, so that was
pretty much the plan. I haven't gone back to grad school yet, but I don't know. I really want to
go, however, so we just started at the University and that was that, so yeah.
I definitely think it is what you make it as far as like your experience there. 'cause I'm
not gonna lie when I first started out, I was basically I didn’t wanna be there. I would just go to
class and go home and so ‘cause I was a commuter student. Every year, my sophomore year, but
I would just go to class and go home. It just became boring and then I would beat myself up like
why did you make this choice? You know, just so much is going through my head and then one
day I just was like hey you gotta make the most of it, so you should get involved. Meet people
you know. Because it can’t possibly be that badly. These people aren’t that bad. So, um, yeah,
like that particular like maybe like that next week. Me and my friends started volunteering for
CAB—campus activities board—and so on. We just got involved. We would do all these
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community service events and then volunteer with CAB. Let us you know about all the activities
going on and we got to meet people and so it was. It was definitely a fun experience. So, I made
the most of it.
I knew about it [study abroad] 'cause I had a friend that did that. She went to Africa for a
semester, and so that's when I think I went to like a study abroad informational [session] after
that and they were telling us like all these different places you could go. I think I knew someone
that did the Costa Rica trip, and so that’s how I ended up going. You know, like just so they can
get the feeling of it, but I was, you know, it's crazy. Okay, so it's so funny because when we left
Atlanta, one of my church members was on the plane. She actually held my hand when we took
off. Oh yeah, I didn't even know she was going through Atlanta, and she was on the plane. She
was actually like one of my Sunday school teachers. It was so crazy it was just so crazy like how
she was on that plane. Yes, at that moment and she could just tell I was freaking out. I just didn’t
know like how it was gonna feel like or anything.
That was my first time on a plane. That was my first time being away from my family
that long, and I was like I'm not gonna be able to communicate. And, you know, I was in a
relationship at the time. Like just all type of foolishness. I just think I was more so worried about
the people at home versus like where I was going until I got there and then it was like this is
amazing. I don't wanna leave, you know. So, Costa Rica was beautiful. It was…um… hilly. I
remember hills, I remember like seeing in certain pockets like hoods, like houses. Uh, in certain
parts it looks almost like a third-world country, I mean, um, it was different.
Then come to realize that of course Grecia was a big Catholic community and she [home
stay mom- Mamá Tica] was trying to convert to [nondenominational] Christianity. Um, and her
husband just was not very happy about that. And you could tell like some night she was crying. I
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remember one night I actually went in there to check on her, you know, because it was, you
know, it was just dealing with it, I mean it was sad. Of course, I've never been through that and
I'm a Christian.
So, when I started planning the trip, I had obstacles with …probably more so finances,
uh-huh, but I already had my passport. I had gotten that at the end of my high school year 'cause
we went on a cruise. So that was one barrier I got to skip, and that was a barrier too because yeah
it should be like months to get my passport. So that wasn't really a hurdle, because I already had
done it [gotten the passport]. Maybe just the finances. I went for a scholarship. I think I did get
like a partial scholarship. What I ended up doing was taking out a student loan, which I probably
would have taken out anyway for summer school, but the two years before that I actually just
paid for summer school out of pocket. That was actually the last student loan I got for that trip,
'cause I had like the Pell Grant, so I had federal money to take if I wanted it. I actually was able
to do that for this trip and then my refund was the money that I used while I was there so that it
actually worked out pretty well. If I didn’t have that money, I probably wouldn’t have gone. I
mean, I’m sure God would have made a way, but that actually worked out pretty good.
And, then I realized sometimes the best way to learn another language is to speak it, you
know. Or that would be the easiest way to pick it up, so eventually had we been there probably
another month or two, we would have been pros. I realized like even after coming home because
I was so used to answering people in Spanish. Providing [the] response in Spanish, [when] I
came home, and my mom would ask me something and I would answer her in Spanish, and she's
like you gotta stop that. It felt like I couldn't turn it off because I was just so used to just be like
okay or see or what you know like just quick little responses.
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Just even being Black, like, I wasn't treated any type of way in Costa Rica. If I was, I just
wasn't aware of it. I kind of was wondering how people would react. Yeah, they reacted to us as
women and as girls, it was always some kind of a whistling. Or “Hola” or “Hi”, they were
friendly, but nobody crossed the line. I love it. I just said I'll just entertain it. I'm like, you know,
we start talking or something you know, so it wasn't I didn't really take it too much. But it's not
like any like discrimination or anything. I didn't experience any of that because I thought you
know what actually kind of went through my mind, but I didn't. It never happened 'cause I know
in certain countries they do [discriminate], but they treated us nice. You know business is
business, that if the dollar looks like yours, I guess. “Hey y'all spending money come on,” I mean
they were probably used to tourists, or they just knew we were American, maybe just a darker
shade, you know?
Remember, I remember [male name]. When we picked him up, he's like the last person
we picked up when we were leaving, and his mom was like crying [home stay mom- Mamá Tica,
Costa Rican mom]. It was great. Really, didn't want him to leave, it was so emotional. I was like
oh my God. Everyone was overly accommodating, overly accommodating. They were very nice.
They were just there for everything. Any question, if we had anything that was going on, they
communicated with us with you, with our parents. They were you know, there, every step of the
way.
Recently, we got in a car in Texas, and I actually had to use Spanish because like it, she
[driver] didn't know what we were saying. And the people that I went with were like you speak
Spanish and I'm, I can a little bit. I've been like owning up to it. It was like I had no idea, and I
was, that was my minor in school like blah blah blah, you know, so you surprise people when
you say when say and can-do things that other people can’t, I guess. I probably became way
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more of an open-minded person. Just because I had been to another country. I'd seen other
things, you know, I had experienced other things that I like a lot of my peers haven't had the
opportunity to do.
I'm able to kind of speak from a place of like just understanding and compassion and
overcoming any barrier. So, whether it be a language barrier or an age barrier or a race or work
or what have you, I'm able to, you know, I speak from experience. Like I'm not gonna tell you a
story. If I hadn't been through it or if I had an experienced it or it works like if it hadn't happened
to me, there might be someone there who speaks Spanish, but it's different cultures. It’s different
language and I'm able to, like, fully immerse myself in it without fear or doubts, and I think that's
the beauty of it. Especially if there's someone I don't know and something it could just be
random. We could be having conversation, and I'm like, yeah, I went to Costa Rica this one time,
then we get into this whole thing about just like studying abroad and learning a language. They
ask how long I was there and what all I did. They find it so interesting. It’s, it's, definitely like a
conversation piece or even so if I talked to someone like a younger student who may be
interested in just going in college. Or, I'm going to a school, I always tell them about it and well,
make sure you, look to see if your school has a study abroad program. I always say it because I
just want every student to be able to take advantage of the program or just going somewhere that
is outside of their norm.
It's a good feeling to always belong to something, I guess my only fear has always been
of being alone, but not alone to the opposite of belonging, just alone like not having anybody
around. Belonging. I've never, well, I mean, we kind of use belonging and then we kind of use
the term of fitting in, but it just as far as my sense of belonging. I think if anything I wouldn't
say. I think Costa Rica changed me. Like now I think differently of myself. I just don't- I think
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that it enhanced who I already am. You know, you know, it allowed me to get to learn more
about myself, that I can, you know, step out of my comfort zone. I can conquer things that I may
have feared before, or I may have thought I was afraid of you know, until I did it, um. Um, sense
of self definitely, just being able to just be owning my truth.
Study abroad in Costa Rica helped us get out of our environments for a while and it
showed us that the world is bigger than just our tiny HBCU community, I mean, of course, there
are 100 and something HBCUs. I went here the first public 'cause we pride ourselves on that the
first public HBCU in Georgia, and I was also afforded the opportunity to travel. A lot of students
don't do it now. I'm able to tell certain students about my experience in it. You know, hopefully
inspires them, but um, definitely great experience and I love bragging about it. The day I get a
chance to go back, I'm definitely going. And not really be afraid of what anybody has to say or
think. I think that's kind of how my mindset sort of evolved. Like, I don't really care about being
judged because I know I've done things people haven't. I have a pretty kind of carefree spirit
when it comes to things like that. And, then there is this image of positive energy, and we lost
weight while we were there.
My skin cleared up. You know, I had felt healthy. It was the food and the sun 'cause I
wasn't eating all that processed crap that we have here in America. We were outdoors, and we
walked everywhere, so that probably attributed to it, too. I had my music but, not too much
Internet like Twitter and Facebook and stuff like that and Instagram. But, as far as just probably
just keeping myself entertained, definitely a lot of reflection. I know some mornings if I had to
walk to school alone 'cause Concetta [her housemate] might have not been feeling well or she
was running late. That was also time to reflect, sometimes just walking by myself, whether in the
morning or at night.

108
Oh my gosh, there's McDonald's everywhere, so it was just a feeling of home, but you
never really know how you know they catered the food to their people, their cultures, so the fact
that they had like just rice and beans on the menu was just so crazy 'cause we had rice and beans
with every meal. That part of it was cool and then just eating the rice and beans too, it really
helped with my bowel movements. I'm not sure if I should say it, but it was just like flush out it
was great. I enjoyed it. I was trying to do it when I get home, but I don't think my mother was
approving of rice and beans with every meal, so but that was just a cool part of it saying that rice
and beans are also served for breakfast!
[Brianna showed me picture of her view from the homestay house (Appendix E)].
I just loved it, every morning I would walk into school. I'm like, I just I love this view, and so
sometimes I would just kind of stand on the porch and take it in. It was just it was just a great
view, and just to be able to just see that every morning! I mean, just even the greenery, the roofs
of the houses, you know. I just love the view I was like I'm gonna miss this view, and I just
probably snapped the picture.
Pura Vida, yes, this is the definition of Pura Vida, which I really appreciate, and then I
have said the same thing. It really goes with Hakuna matata [Swahili translation for no
trouble/no worries/take it easy]. I literally have that tattooed on me. So, that's what it meant to
me, you know, just kind of like a no worries. Like they have festivals and celebrations and
souvenirs, you know, just everything screams, literally, in a way our identities were completed.
Costa Rica with this Pura Vida thing which is something that every student I wish would take
advantage.
I realized coming back home that I was going to miss being present in the moment.
That’s what I enjoyed the most. You know, I didn't have to get in my car and go anywhere. We
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don't even realize how busy we really are until we sit down and we're not doing anything. This is
actually a lot, and so with the whole model of Pura Vida. It was like just kind of go with it. You
know, just live life like if everything isn't so. We, so anxious, just gonna go with the flow kind of
thing so. This summer has certainly changed my life for the better. I could not find a greater
place as beautiful as this to accept me for who I am. Taking a break in kind of being present in
the moment. This kind of simply living gone with the flow. I know me before, and I haven't
changed dramatically, of course, but in growing older, I do kind of tend to just kind of go on
accepting things for what they are and not really putting too much stress on situations. I had a
boss, and this would freak her out sometimes. She would say, why you are so relaxed, and she
sometimes took it as it being nonchalant. I'm not, it's just, I know not to get myself worked up
over things, and I've just been like everything's Pura Vida.
I definitely learned a lot in a short amount of time. Um, like a great deal. Just as far as the
vocabulary, the grammar and being able to immerse ourselves in real world situations, I think
really helped with the overall study of the language. So, academically we definitely put in the
work, but we also had fun. I mean, wasn't just all work, no play, but it was both, and I think that
was well balanced and because of it we were eager and excited to learn every day. Trying to
immerse myself in the languages, but like the language of love, even, right? 'Cause we got the
people who really promote positive attitude and they promote love in just the way they carry
themselves and the way they embraced us.
While here, I have found joy in simple things, Por ejemplo, a flower that closes as soon
as you touch it, Why? Does this flower have human like qualities? Does it close to shun itself
from the unknown? Why do humans sometimes compare themselves to flowers anyways? As the
late Tupac Shakur (1999) wrote:

110
“Did you hear about the rose that grew
From a crack in the concrete?
Proving nature´s law is wrong it
Learned to walk without having feet.
Funny it seems, but by keeping it´s dreams,
It learned to breathe fresh air.
Long live the rose that grew from concrete
When no one else ever cared.”
Costa Rica is that rose. I am that rose. Anyone who has ever dreamt of more in life is that rose.
This rose is a person who, regardless of their background, is ready to take the world by storm. A
person, who learns how to walk to the beat of their own drum, speak with their own tongue, and
never lose sight of their dreams, is this rose. A person that can truly say they have grown from an
experience in life is this rose, regardless if anyone ever cared or paid attention.
During this trip, I have also learned to take people for who they are. Everyone is born
with their own unique personalities. I, personally, can get along with many different
personalities, but that does not go for everyone. Some deal better with people just like them other
than people opposite them, but there is nothing wrong with that at all. I am just glad that I have
come with a good group who likes to have fun and wants to enjoy life, similar to myself. The
people on this trip have taught me that we all come from different backgrounds, and that is what
makes us who we are. However, no matter our backgrounds we still have the potential to do
great things in life.
This trip has also taught me to be more appreciative. We, Americans, never realize how
much we take for granted until we have to go without certain luxuries. Things such as internet,
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hot water, insect free houses, or even a clothes dryer are never really thought about as being
essentials to us, until we don’t have them anymore. Adapting to the Costa Rican culture was not
as easy at first because these “so-called” necessities were not available to me in the abundance I
was used to, but I quickly adapted. As this story comes to an end, as all great stories do, I cannot
wait to tell my family and friends all about it! I am not as ready to go back as I thought I was.
This last week is becoming so bittersweet, I am just trying to savor every moment. This culture
and language have really grown on me. I cannot wait to come back and visit one day. This trip
has not only been a study abroad but a vacation as well. I have thoroughly enjoyed my time here,
and I just want to travel more and more because I know there is a whole world out there waiting
for me to see it. This story may end here, but my book does not close. As my next adventure
awaits…Pura Vida!
[Brianna’s decision to attend an HBCU was based on the lack of funds to attend a private
school, which would have been her first choice. The HBCU, as she noted, gave her a sense of
belonging though. The degree program Brianna chose had a requirement in foreign language
credits and going abroad was a good option to obtain those credits. Her decision to go to Costa
Rica was also based on recommendation of a friend who had gone the previous year and had a
good experience. This was her first trip abroad and a first flight in her life. She was nervous but
determined. They contributed though to the rounding up of her identity and to defining of her
cultural heritage. I learned a lot about Vernacular Atlanta from Brianna. She also spoke to the
differences in dialects of different people from our state having different accents. In the process,
she talked of bonding securely with the host family through spending time watching films, doing
homework, learning about different foods and costumes, going for walks and exercising. Briana
fully adjusted to the lifestyle, embracing the variety of tropical foods, the uniqueness of tastes
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and all the particularities of the place [topos] she was in. With her interest in the life around her
and with continuous input from her Spanish instructors in class, Brianna’s level of linguistic
confidence rose, and she started using more Spanish every day.
Reflections on Brianna’s Memories and Stories
Brianna's cultural perceptions started to change, based on the exchanges she had with the
local inhabitants who took her as she is and offered her a lot of love. Brianna demonstrates an
understanding of identity that is about change but also it ties into the sense of roots and
belonging. She reports enjoyed the greeting Pura Vida [Pure Life] and, she still emulates the
locals’ ways of accepting of everyday life struggles today. As noted by Brianna, lifestyle in
Costa Rica was healthier, less stressful and removed from what the participants were used to in
the United States. Being present in the moment is big part of the Pura Vida concept. Brianna has
embraced it and she is still living that philosophy. She also believes that living in Costa Rica
rounded up her identity. In her words, being loved and accepted by the locals was facilitating her
language acquisition. She acquired a significant vocabulary and grammar structures, and
speaking Spanish made her feel more cosmopolitan. Upon her return to the US, Brianna
continued speaking Spanish to her family and she continued seeking immersion opportunities
with Spanish speaking people in school and at work. Culturally, Brianna fell in love with the
active lifestyle of walking and cooking her own meals from the fresh ingredients. She was glad
to show those Costa Rican culinary takeaways to her family and friends. Brianna also became an
avid traveler and seeker of diversity. She came full circle appreciating where she came from and
where she is going in the future.
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We reviewed the artifacts together at our last meeting and Brianna’s tone of voice
changed several times. It was visible as I could sense and hear her emotional expressions, Costa
Rica changed us all to the core. Brianna and I parted ways promising we will keep in touch.
Ten
Ten is a 26-year-old, Black African American, self-identified male who works for the
government in a field related to his degree at one of the busiest airports in the country. At the
time of his study abroad experience, he was 20 years old. He participated in the study abroad
program with the intent of obtaining the necessary credits to graduate. I met Ten in my Spanish
1001 and 1002 level courses. He expressed an interest to travel abroad during his initial courses,
but he was uncertain how to go about funding such a trip. He decided that a study abroad trip
towards the end of his college career would work out better for him, and it would give him more
time to prepare. Ten came to my office for a recommendation letter for a Presidential
Scholarship to use as funding for this trip. He kept his promise of enrolling in the trip, against the
obstacles he faced with the funding issues. Ten received the scholarship, but it was not nearly
enough to fund his trip. His mom started a Go Fund Me group and made a flyer about his
intentions (Appendix F). She distributed the flyer amongst their church members. They all
pitched in and helped Ten fund his trip.
Ten’s group of 10 students, 2 men and 8 women, traveled to Costa Rica in 2015
representing two HBCU sister universities from Georgia. During this trip, I started to see a
glimpse of different mentality in the participants, reflected primarily in lack of initiative and
increased need for help from me. The participants wanted more personal attention and even
small issues threatened to turn into crisis. I would say that I noticed the lack of confidence and I
tend to blame that on the phone use. Although similarly to previous trips, the students all got
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along well and participated in various activities together, a majority of the time they were on
their phones and seemingly less interested in exploring what the country offered. Outside of
school, activities were a big part of the program and these participants deemed the excursions
physically challenging.
Ten has a reserved personality, but eventually he opened up about his experiences in all
Black schools, about his family, and education experiences. When I asked him to be a part of this
research study, he said he was flattered and eager to help me. His sense of duty and dedication
are remarkable, and these characteristics show throughout his story. His narrative starts with
reminiscing about growing up Black in the South. His story continues through experiences with
languages, cultures, and identities; HBCU college experience; and his Costa Rican study abroad
experience as a formative part of his development. Ten has always participated in various school
related activities during his undergraduate studies at HBCU. As a dedicated alumnus, he remains
connected to his former professors and classmates even visiting his old school whenever
possible.
El Recuerdo de Ten: Ten’s Memory
Childhood was, it was just that. It was good. Everything was good. It was my mom and I
for the first, um, 10 years. Then she got married and everything was good. I mean they [his
parents] worked hard to make sure I could be in a position that I am now. To have a good
childhood and set me up for my teenage years and my adult years for going to college. It was
nothing bad, but it was a learning experience along the way. On the front end, I had a little
trouble because of my skin tone 'cause [pause] I was my skin. It's like I'm right there in the
middle, so the darker skin people would get on me saying I was a White, and then White kids are
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like “oh he's Black”. So, it was that trouble in between there. I really had trouble making friends,
getting confident over the years, and then just like that.
That whole divide kind of went away as I got into high school towards the back end of
middle school. I was in public school for up until the first grade. Then, I went into my first
private school. Then, I went to an Episcopal school and then a charter school for two years here
in Atlanta and then after that I swapped over to public school. I was in public school for middle
school six and seven grade, and then they tried to send me back in 8th grade. They were trying to
stay there for the rest of the way. I personally seeing the best of both between both worlds. I
didn't think it really affected the education that much. If you're a good student, you're a good
student. You have the same opportunity as anyone that the grades look the same on the paper at
the end of the day. So, I didn't want to go back to private school.
My public school was predominantly Black, but we had some White and Asian kids.
Everybody at the school 'cause it was still a big-name school in Atlanta. When I moved down
here, I learned Atlanta vernacular is, it's different. Come to find out a lot of people don't
understand what people from Atlanta are saying, but I do 'cause I'm trying to think of the movie
A T L 'cause they had a lot in that movie. With a shawty a lot, dat way, that's like the main word
down here and we will end up using that. They tend to talk really fast and mash up their words
altogether to a point where it's not really understandable, but I guess with time being down here
and is listening, you kinda just pick it up. I moved down here at a young age so I kind of grew up
with it. I learned it was just around all the time, but I still had the proper English. I went in my
language so it I can talk it. I can hear it, but, the proper is the main one that I speak home and at
work. The HBCU culture… my mom went to, auntie, my dad went to FAMU (HBCU). My uncle
went to [name of the HBCU]. I was around it a lot though between going to the homecoming
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games going to different football games and all that stuff, and I was around it a lot so, I said the
HBCU that was. That's the main thing I was exposed to growing up.
I was learning Spanish from first grade on up and then somewhere in Atlanta somewhere
along the way, I think after 3rd or 4th grade they took it out the curriculum. I took Spanish in
college back-to-back. I took it my sophomore year first and second semester. I think I had the
opportunity to go out [to study abroad] my freshman year, but I just thought I wasn't ready yet.
Then of course you brought it up to me after I took your class sophomore year, and I just still
didn't feel like I was ready to go out yet as I wanted to finish my junior year and then that's why I
knew for a fact I was going.
The only obstacle was pretty much just gathering the funds, mom getting the funds for it
'cause it was so late in the semester. Part of it that my family thought I was playing when I said I
wanted to go to Costa Rica. So, there were a little bit, we were little behind. They were worried
is in terms of getting the monetary means prepared. When they knew I was serious, and they saw
what I was doing to try and get it situated, then they took over and helped. I got the presidential
scholarship that was about 500, too. I did the letter forward, and I tried to get the Gilman that
was when they paid for everything, but I didn't. They didn't give it to me [pause]. That if I
needed to, there was a bunch of other means I could have gone to obtain it from the school that I
know.
There's plenty of different routes because the school wants to, they want the students to
participate, so it was plenty of ways to get it, but once. I think it's because they don't really seek
it. Um, but during my time there, I notice that lot of those events that were planned. They kind of
got overlooked. So, like when y'all were in the [International Education Center study abroad
fairs] advertising all the different places to go study abroad. It kinda got overlooked. Students
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need to learn to better utilize stuff around campus to learn about those things. When it came time
for it, they didn't know about it, or they didn't have teachers to inform them. I think it's because
they don't really seek it. Um, but during my time there, I noticed that. Advertising it and trying to
get the students to participate was really too difficult.
I got my passport in the middle of semester. I did research on the country to learn their
customs and how they do things out there and so I wasn't going blind. When I got to the country,
I just wanted to be as ready as possible. So, once I knew I was going there, wasn't really
anything. I was knowing the [International Education Center or IEC]. I've heard it was a study
abroad fair going on out there. Knowing that was something I wanted to do, I went in there [IEC
office]to get more information. And, uh, once I saw the information that was all I needed, and I
had to get everybody else on my end on board with what I was planning on doing.
We talked for maybe hours at a time about the whole trip. The whole process. She [the
lady at IEC] showed me, her pictures she took while she was out there and just described from
scrap the whole trip. She broke it down, broke down the excursions, everything I went 100 times
before the trip. So, she went down to every little detail and I liked it. So, did Jeremy [A previous
year’s participant]. And when I was out there, I talked. That's who I was pretty much talking to
back home who had done before. International Education Center was so caring and helpful. They
want you to go on this trip. They want you to go study abroad. They want you to experience this.
They want you to have this experience on your resume and overall. They really want you to
participate, and so they they'll do everything in their power to help you. Get what you need to,
um, assist you in getting on that plane to go on that trip to study abroad.
I was star struck, it was, you know, it was just leading up to it. I mean, this is something I
was looking forward to. Pretty much since that getting down to Costa Rica. Um, getting out of
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the plane, meeting people who were waiting for us and all that. I was excited at that point. I was
completely excited. All the nervousness is gone. Just getting there and once we got there, it was
like okay, I'm really excited. Now, let's get to work. People are nothing too different. They go
about their business in the day just like we do; get to go to school. They go to work and then they
just relax some. It wasn't really nothing too complicated.
There was a lot of, um, open land. I remember there was one, where they make all the
coffee and was like that out there and there was a lot of sugar cane out there, and all of the trees
had mangoes grown from 'em. Well, so there was a big difference. Say in terms of vegetation.
Climate, not so much but vegetation. The similarities between here and there, yes, when it got
hot, it got hot. [He is grinning]. Like I know Atlanta is super-hot when somebody comes down.
That's what they notice first. I remember it was winter down there, so it was a lot of rain. I like
the rain, so it was something that was a plus for me so, you been in Atlanta and you know, heat is
really nothing. Humidity is nothing, so, so it was easy.
At the airport, they waited for us. I believe it was Alejandro and the driver. Impressive is
the word I'm looking for, no hiccups, and everything was set in stone. Everything was ready to
go. We're dropping him off there. It was just a seamless transition from the airport to everyone's
houses. It was just all very seamless, effortless, so, it was reassuring. I think those relationships
that we had as teacher and student that was a big one and on top of that I needed my Spanish.
And I still needed an elective and I still needed two more Spanish classes. I wanted to go out
there, so I could take those and fulfill that on my grid and like I told you earlier, um, has set my
schedule my junior year, so that if I didn't go, I wasn't walking at all. I wasn't going to walk in
May, so it all worked out. So, practical reasons and also relationship between you and your
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teacher. I remember you said that if I don't know your name by the time by midterms, it's a
problem.
The availability of information and when we got to Costa Rica, you kind of turned into a
motherly type thing, just to help myself and the other students get acclimated to the to the
different changes. You are still with the teacher, but you are kind of the mother had come on a
lot more than the teacher, at times. My family [homestay family] was very welcoming. They got
me in showing room and then after that, we were just talking. And, it was like I was home, and
they really wanted you to feel like this is your home. You're at home. So, for me, I was at home.
They were real good, um.
The lifestyle in Costa Rica was just a lot simpler than what we have here, and I like
simple. So, it was perfect. The way of life. How they do things, you know, it was just way more
relaxed. Not a lot of stress out there, relaxed. I was their son. I was the 2nd oldest. I was the
middle child while I was there [adapting to the new life]. It was different. You know we have
everything that we do every day. So, you know we get used to it. So, when you get a little bit of
something new, of course, it's going to appeal a little bit more, and on top of that I was looking
forward to it. So, everything excited me a little bit more. No English at all. So, it turned into let
me turn to my books. Let me get all the vocabulary I can memorized. We got there. Put us in the
city. It was, you know, yeah, sink or swim. You had to swim, and that's what I was there for, to
learn Spanish. That wasn't really a big transition for me to do because I knew what I had to do.
Just being consistent. Maybe there was no breaks in between, so the consistency of speaking
Spanish all the way through that was. That consistency is what really helped a lot. Like, I gotta
get this. I have to get this. Even though [it] may be challenging, it never really reached a
frustrating point. I mean, you just got dropped in a whole new environment, so challenging.
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Yeah, it comes with the territory. It just all depends on how you go about go about your
challenge. Are you gonna accept it and do what you gotta do? Or you gonna fold?
I felt that the city was very safe, very quiet. Um, they [people] move on their own. They
move to their own pace. The speed of the round room, and it all appeal to me. Like the quietness
of it and the way they just they do their own thing. I remember looking at Fast and Furious 5
[movie], and I believe they were in Brazil in that movie, but the layout of like the landscape and
how the houses were on laid out. It was identical. Pretty much that was laid out. The structure of
the houses was identical. Everything but just like if you they had a few pet panel shots of the
landscape in the house and all that and you just looking at though. It looks just like Grecia. If you
want to get away from the normal everyday life, just get some peace and quiet. Unless that's the
place for you to go, let's that's it. Everyone's nice, everyone's welcoming. They love the tourist.
Well, I did notice I was a little bit taller than a lot of 'em. At times I think they thought I was a
local, yeah, 'cause when I was with the girls, you know, Ebony and Treasury [girls’ names].
They would say that. I look like the Costa Rican, so they didn't really clamor about me. [Ten has
green eyes and light brown skin]. They were more focused on them [the girls] so- It's just
everything you want and need it's all there [in Grecia, Costa Rica]. Coffee is one of their
specialties. They don't produce a lot of it, but the quality of coffee is very good and compete with
the best in the world. So, just knowing how it’s processed, how it’s made, the what, the work that
goes into producing coffee.
I believe the first time it might have been about 10-15 minutes’ walk to school. Just they
[family members] were going on a little bit slower than usual just so I could see the route. School
was cool, with smaller classes. You can have more attention to yourself. The teachers can pay
more attention to you versus being in a class of 30-40. You know, they just gotta have to
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generalize it, to hit everybody. When you're in a smaller class and you have all the time, there's
time to focus on you to get everything right. There were three students there: me and two others.
And we rotated teachers.
Every week we had a new teacher, who were all native speakers. So, get up about seven,
7:30 get dressed, get breakfast, and get to school by about 7:45 and class started for the first half
the first 2 weeks, class started at 8:00 o'clock and ended at 12:00 PM, and then the second half
started at 12PM and ended at 4 PM. Usually, with those days, I was sleeping a little longer then
then in the first half. I would just jump in the class, got it done. Not too much homework. It was
a good little amount just to just reinforce what we were learning, just to make sure it wasn't
going in one ear and out the other. Of course, it was all in Spanish. Get my homework done. I
would probably knock my homework out early, usually. Well, right after I got home just so I
wouldn't have to worry about it. And, then, after that, I was usually in the group chat, and we
were just trying to get together: explore the city, find something new to do, something different
every day. I feel like after that first week and a half, like going into that halfway point. I think
that's when I started to click a lot.
There were nine people in the group. I met new people from other HBCUs. It was a great
group of people. I got along with all of them. We got together a lot just to explore the city a lot.
We all got on the plane together, so it was us first. Nice to look after each other. We did
everything together soon as class is over. It was just natural free flowing. It almost didn't feel like
I was at school, just the way we talked and interacted throughout the day. I still have them on
Facebook. Roy, the manager downstairs at a Casa de Miguel. Brian, the tour guide. [They both
spoke English.] A breath of fresh air being in Costa Rica and talking in Spanish a lot.
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It was good to have a few people to talk to in English or Spanglish [combination of
Spanish and English]. A little bit at times. Have little English mixed in there. Just as a little
breather, just little refresher, you know. When everybody started speaking Spanish, I do and with
you and to you. It was a little different. I won't say that it was culture shock because I was kind
of expecting it, but um, it wasn't something new or something. You just have to get used to with
time, and I knew we weren't gonna. I wasn't expecting to just jump out there and just get into it.
[pause] I knew with time and putting in the work everything will be fine, everything will work
out. I remember the teachers. I don't remember the two in the middle, but I remember Milena and
I remember Lynette [the dance teacher].
The waterfall gardens in the volcano, that's my favorite one. Um, it was the way it was
set up. It was on the hill. I want to recreate that morning, and we went to the volcano which is so
many meters above sea level. Yeah, so it was very hard to breathe. We hiked to the waterfall
garden and then they had a huge buffet, and we ate, and then we ate some more. [As he relayed
this memory, his face is all smiles and he is chuckling while reminiscing about this event.] Then
we were able to go in and go all the way down to the waterfalls. It was on, it rained a lot. It was
really on and off, but it was kind of like a drizzle the whole time, and then it would at some point
it would just come down really hard. At every point, every part of the waterfalls you could, you
had to exit point, get back out, and so you know you could keep going deeper and deeper into the
waterfall garden, basically going down, but to get out. And, since we were all the way at the
bottom, we had to take the longest stairwell to get out. We did not see much of the volcano
'cause it was foggy up there, and it cleared out for maybe 10-15 minutes and we were able to see
it. And, then, after we gotta go look at it, it falls back out. [Ten is recalling another excursion is
Playa Manuel Antonio (Appendix D)].
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On the way to Manuel Antonio, we pass over the bridge. Oh, my goodness, I hated the
crocodiles. God, the railing [on the bridge] was like at my knee. I know, so, it wasn't really
anything protecting you from falling down there and then on the street you got all the cars flying.
Yes, I took my chance with the cars. Oh, they move, they move fast. You gotta make sure it ain't
nobody in the street. Oh, yeah, I mean you got to learn a little bit more about the country, but
they do how they do things. I would say my Spanish language skills improved after this travel
experience.
I don't think it was really exactly 1 particular moment, but I just like I said, like once we
hit that second week going to the third, I just everything just felt a little more natural. I didn't
really feel um, the intimidation of not knowing what I was saying or not knowing what to say to
anybody. It just kind of came out. It was natural, it’s flowing. It was like by that point in time, it
was like I was starting to get it. These language experiences are phenomenal. You know, your
hard work is starting to pay off. Everything you put in and you're starting to see the results of it.
All those efforts are coming back. And, at that point, I was starting to see the results of [pause]
doing my homework, looking at the books, learning all the words, the verbs and all that stuff. It
was all starting to come back, and it felt good at that point because I knew what I was kind of
getting into. It was kind of I got this.
I just put in the work and it all came back around and that's when the confidence started
to go up. That's when it went up and everything was good. You did get it. For and then, then you
had this exposure. You learned a lot, obviously, but of yourself cultural how you felt about this
experience. So, overall, just being able to make it happen. Get out there. Get an obstacle, learn it,
learn what I need to do it meant to accomplish those tasks at hand, too. Get over that hump and
to learn everything I need to learn. It felt good and that one, I think we all started to get it around
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the same time. I know the few that were a little bit more advanced, but the ones that had the
learning curve little a slight learning curve, we all started to get around the same time, so I feel
like once we all started to get it. We all got it around the same time. We all felt really good about
it. I mean, it was it went back quick. It wasn't really many days when we weren't doing
something, so no need or doing something. Time is always gonna fly real fast, fly by so- Time
was never really moving slow.
It seemed like we blinked, and it was time to go back home. But honest, like the longest
period was probably the first week getting acclimated to everything, but after that it was just
moving. The school gave us structure and it was a good structure and then with learning no we
had to do to get acclimated in the city to get a little bit more fluent. They were helping out a lot,
and so specially in the morning side by side like that cousin breakfast, but it was like we were
learning everything we needed to but then once we got cut loose at 12. We’re out in the city, so
we can kinda just go and use what we learned in the city and, uh, see if it was really working.
Now, I thought I was one of them while I was there. It's a nice little spot the way it was set up.
They have the nice little deck could get the view, so I enjoy going out there a lot a lot that's good.
And we used to go to pool halls a lot. However, there were- there was a pool table. We were
always there. So, it was like I could do anything. Jumped into an environment. Learn the
language spoke the language. Yeah, short period of time and that's because I learned what I
needed to do when I put in the work to do it. So, after that to, was like I can do that again.
It was good for me being so young at the time, just to get that experience under my belt
and learn and stuff for getting ready to graduate soon. It's one of the things I had to kind of stop
worrying a little bit. Um, no, if you remember, I was a very picky eater. I'm a very picky eater.
Yeah, and so the big thing that my family was going over was like they were just wondering,
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what are you gonna eat when you get there? That was their whole thing. They're worried about.
Let me get down there first, and I'll figure it out. I just kind of had to stop worrying about that
then just get down there first, and then once I get down there, then we can, kind ah, try to load
the fruits. Lots of different fruits and stuff that we probably won't get here. They are hard to find
here. And, I just had to try whole bunch of different things that can really put my hand on them
around all of 'em, but I did try to.
Overall, with the whole thing, how everything went down, they were just proud of
everything that I did. Always. Everywhere I go, for the most part representation of who I am. My
family business. Work for all of that, when I'm out foreign soil, you know not represent, know
that so school or family, the jobs I was working at the time. All that stuff definitely. Just to show
them that there's more because, you know, it's a lot of people that just think everything they need
is right in the city that they're in. Being able to do what I have to do to get out there and just kind
of show that like it's more. The world is a big place that- that much you know. It's more than just
what's at the doorstep. You know, the opportunities out there. You just gotta go and get it. You
gotta do what you gotta do to make it happen.
They would say Pura Vida uh huh. Costa Rica definitely embodies that. It's not just a
word for them. They say it, and they act on it just the way they live life. They do what they want,
how they want them. And, they just live life to the fullest. Nothing too complex, nothing too
minor. It's just- it's just- it’s just right. Positive, positive vibes, yes. The whole experience was
new, so being that high above sea level, I had to adjust to the whole time. I basically had to learn
how to breathe differently 'cause I'm with that high up. So, I wouldn't tire myself out too quickly.
It was just new, and that's why that's one of the reasons I went out there for just to experience
new things. So, that- so, education is always going to be everywhere you go. It's just you gotta
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want it and you gotta pursue it. You gotta want it and once you get the knowledge then that's you
gotta go forward and use it as you see fit.
I have I kept it on me [cellphone] when we were there, but mainly it was for my mom. It
was mainly for my mom just to show her what was gonna go on out there. And, to give her a
little peace of mind. We talked every once in a while. Everyone was just calling to check on me
as well. I was out there, and my mom, dad and uncle, grandma, best friends—they would, they
just- they will call every once in a while, with text just to say we're just checking in. With
everyone worrying, you know. And, I had to step in and say, look, we'll get out. Let me get out
there first, and then I'll figure the rest out. And, of course, just learning the city in the free time
and just getting acclimated. Yeah, it did definitely assist in making me a little more independent
and growing as an adult.
It was very important 'cause I wanted to get Spanish. I want to complete my courses, but
also, I didn't want to just take a class just to take it just to say I finished. I did wanna be able to
talk a little bit, be able to communicate a little bit specially with the field that I was going into
Homeland Security, and I still use it today. I work at the airport now, so you know, every once in
a while, if there is a passenger that speaks only Spanish, and they need help. I don't tell everyone
to come and find me, but if I see them, I will assist them. I can tell them how to get to where they
need to go. And, so, I don't think I would have been able to do that if I didn't spend time out in
Costa Rica. I learned that I was able to take charge. For once, it was one of those things where I
tend to overthink things and I wanna be ready, but with that one it was one of those. Stop
worrying, just do it. You know out still going to be in a controlled environment.
Pura Vida. That's a cool catch phrase, pure life. [Meaning of the phrase in English]. It
literally just means just that it's nothing much to look into, nothing more, nothing less. It it's
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exactly, the word is the definition. That's how I felt. It seems like people in Costa Rica are able
to accept others with love, questioning and why without questioning who is who, what they are,
what they are raised, what their creed or whatever. And, here in the United States, we are
incapable of it. We are divided.
Reflections on Ten’s Memories and Stories
Ten did not speak a lot about his growing up in Black community. He went to public and
private school and he felt that he fit well in both. Hi is light skinned and his appearance confused
his friends growing up. Black friends thought of him as White and likewise, White friends
considered him Black. Ten demonstrated tolerance for both groups of friends. During his years at
HBCU, Ten was involved in Greek life and he enjoyed cultural activities that the campus had to
offer. He was able to see the study abroad opportunities offered on campus. Financially, Ten was
in the position to gather the funds for the trip. His family and community came to his aid and
fully funded his trip expenses. In return, Ten bought little souvenirs and wrote thank you cards to
everyone who helped him. He also prepared a presentation about his experiences that he shared
with his church members.
He is an exceptional young man who was always trying to get the most out of the life
experiences. Ten reported looking forward to going to Costa Rica, and once he was there he was
impressed. Ten was impressed by the organization of the trip and not having to worry about
unexpected events. He even showed me that he saved the trip itinerary (Appendix D). His
relationship with me, as a lead teacher, the personnel at the University International Education
Center, and with former participants helped him make an informed decision about the trip. These
relationships also reassured him about the possible doubts.
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In spite of language challenges, while in Grecia (the name of the town), Ten felt
comfortable. He observed, the architecture, the lifestyle, and people. Costa Rican School was a
walking distance from the homestay family’s house. A daily routine included walking to school
that he enjoyed. Students learned much more Spanish, as Chapter 5 will explore, but perhaps the
most striking growth was in self-knowledge. As Che Guevara (2003) declared after his travels
abroad “I am no longer me or at least I not the same me as before” (p. 51)].
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CHAPTER 5:
A CROSS-CULTURAL NARRATIVE ANALYSIS: EMERGING THEMES
The purpose of this study was to examine the immersion experiences of Black and
African American students from Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) who
participated in a previous study abroad program in Costa Rica as it pertained to the languages,
cultures, and identities they encountered. My cross-cultural narrative inquiry methodology (He,
2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009; Sharma & Phillion, 2021) along
with my data collection methods, interview, and artifacts enabled me to showcase my
participants’ stories.
This chapter describes the emerging themes from the participants’ narratives that I
collected and presented in the previous chapter. My study builds upon a wide array of theories
related to languages (Bakhtin,1981; Chomsky, 1957 1986; Delpit, 2008; Krashen,1981), cultures
(Banks, 2006; Banks & McGee Banks, 2013; Baldwin, 1955; Hall, 1992; Dimitriadis, 2012) and
identities (Appaya, 1996; Du Bois, 1903; He, 2003, 2006; Phillion, 2008; Baszile, 2006a; West,
2017). My theoretical framework synthesizes Bakhtin’s (1981) idea of chronotope and study
abroad literature (Akomolafe, 2000; Ali, 2015; Pipitone, 2018; Wick, 2011) to better explore
language, culture, and identity immersion experiences of my Black and African American
HBCU students in Costa Rica. Additionally, I have documented the interactions between
languages, cultures, and identities within the context of the HBCU student perspectives. My
research also relies on curriculum theories (Ayers, 1995; Dewey, 1938; Pinar, 2007; Schubert,
1986) to situate my findings within Curriculum Studies as well as the domain of education.
My literature review expands upon the works of HBCU study abroad program
researchers as Akomolafe, (2000); Ali, (2015); Brux & Fry, (2010); Pipitone, (2018); Ranney,
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(2013); Wick, (2011) and Willis, (2012). Additionally, I applied the idea of chronotope (Bakhtin,
1981) and my New Dimension extension theory to guide my analysis. The concept of chronotope
(Bakhtin, 1981) inspired my interest towards the language-discourse in Bakhtin’s studies. The
concept of chronotope points this study towards the travel discourse, where “travel [being] is
used as a metaphor” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 373). Chronotope of the travel is relevant because it
generates sentiments consistent with the participants’ stories and, ultimately, the themes
emerging from this study.
The thematic findings from this study are listed in the following order: (1) HBCUs as a
Special Place for Solidifying Black Identity; (2) “My Mom Had Baked My Financial Advisor
Cookies”: Barriers to Study Abroad; (3) Languages: Encounter of African American Vernacular
English (AAVE), Standard English, and Spanish; (4) Cultures: Encounter of Black, African
American, and Costa Rican Cultures; (5) Identities: “A Rose That Grew from a Crack in the
Concrete”; and (6) Pura Vida as New Dimension. These findings illustrate the intertwined nature
of languages, cultures, and identities enhanced by immersion experiences abroad.
Theme 1. HBCUs as a Special Place for Solidifying Black Identity
During my interview sessions, the participants spoke of the monumental role of HBCUs
in their life which was also evident in the artifacts they provided. Throughout their personal
stories, the common theme was that these schools helped them solidify the knowledge about
themselves, their ancestry, and their communities. As Flaco explained:
So, for being Black you know, I came from Atlanta, so everything was already all
Black. I was used to it, but the HBCU taught us a proper way. Here are the ways
that you are looked at in other places. Here are some people, how some people
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look at you, so you have to be able to move. (Flaco, personal communication,
November 7, 2020)
HBCUs provide a nurturing, historically significant environment for young Black and African
American students, many of whom are “first generation college graduates” (Akomolafe, 2000,
p.106). In contrast, participants in this study all came from families where parents held college
degrees. Flaco, Brianna and Ten were legacy students. Brianna explained that, “My mom, went
to an HBCU, my aunt, my grandma, most of my family went there [Local name for the school].
My older cousin went there” (Brianna, personal communication, November 10, 2020). For these
participants attending HBCU is a point of pride and family tradition.
HBCUs help Black and African American students explore and reinforce Black identity
and culture. Flaco noted that: “What we experience at an HBCU is solidifying the Black culture.
You grow up in it… you learn what our Black culture is, but we still don’t experience diversity”
(Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). All three of the participants conveyed the
importance of HBCU education, yet they also indicated a lack of diversity and inclusion at public
HBCUs. As Brianna described it, “there is a world out there, different from HBCUs, and that
they [students] should get out and get to know it” (Brianna, personal communication, November
12, 2020). “My purpose was just looking back how I grew up and going to all black schools and
to HBCU. After Costa Rica and Peru, I realized that I grew up not knowing how to interact with
other cultures” (Flaco, personal communication, November 21, 2020). The participants described
the lack of diversity as an issue that should be addressed through the international education
opportunities. Similarly, Akomolafe (2000), asserted that:
Historically Black institutions may have to rearrange their priorities. It is imperative that
HBCU presidents and boards of trustees understand that their students may not be able to
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compete in the near future if administrators do not rethink their strategies with respect to
international education (p.106).
Students also have a wide array of opportunities to explore the physical spaces while attending
HBCUs. Flaco detailed how the dormitories are equipped that “there is no need to ever leave”
(Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). There are also a multitude of
opportunities for diverse social interests. Both Brianna and Ten, for example, were active in the
Greek life organizations, Spanish Club, as well as other extracurricular activities on campus.
Theme 2. “My Mom Had Baked My Financial Advisor Cookies”: Barriers to Study Abroad
Families have a vital role in supporting the participants financially, morally, and
physically throughout all phases of the study abroad experience. All three participants recounted
how they received encouragement and support from their immediate family, friends, and
community. Flaco, for example, described how hard he worked to overcome various obstacles in
preparing for the trip. He noted that,
There was plenty of obstacles. A lot, and they were like the paperwork process was so
difficult. Luckily, I had a bicycle on campus. I mean, HBCUs, everything is a lot
different. Everything is a lot slower so, when it comes to paperwork you can get
information from one person and they’ll tell you gotta go to this office and you go there
and then, they send you back to the first office you left from (Flaco, personal
communication, November 7, 2020).
The study abroad enrollment and payment process have since been modernized, allowing
participants to complete and submit all the paperwork including payments online. However,
inefficiencies within financial aid offices still present the biggest barrier. Typically, this is one of
the most frequent complaints I receive from prospective study abroad students. Luckily, Flaco’s
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family was instrumental to facilitate his travel in many creative ways. As Flaco recounted, “my
mom made it easier because maybe a year before that, she had baked my financial advisor
cookies” (Flaco, personal communication, November 8, 2020). The initial contact helped when
the time for study abroad enrollment arrived.
Financial issues are not limited to the inefficacy of financial offices only but include a
lack of funding for study abroad travel. Ten’s family, for example, was in disbelief when he
announced his plans to study abroad: “my family thought I was playing when I said I wanted to
go to Costa Rica” (Ten, personal communication, November 9, 2020). Fortunately, when they
realized that he was serious, his family helped yet “it was difficult because of gathering funds,
my mom getting funds” (Ten, personal communication, November 9, 2020). Ten had a small
scholarship and received financial support from his family and friends through a GoFundMe
fundraising online account. He shared the original flyer with me which is included (Appendix
D). Brianna also described how she funded her travel partially through a scholarship, family
resources, but also that “before going to Costa Rica financial aid (was an issue). That scholarship
really helped me too. What I ended up doing was taking out a student loan” (Brianna, personal
communication, November 16, 2020). Various scholars (Akomolafe, 2000; Ali, 2015; Brux &
Fry, 2012) indicated that there was an essential lack of funding for Black and African American
HBCU students to enroll in study abroad programs. Study abroad costs are often “prohibitive”
for these students as the program is perceived as being “a luxury” (Akomolafe, 2000, p.103).
Additionally, the availability of the scholarships is scarce (Akomolafe, 2000). Moreover, Flaco
affirmed that “Issues (like) the financial aid is the biggest reason why most students at the HBCU
didn't travel. Because of the finances. Yeah, and they will sign up, but when they saw the price,
they kind of just deterred away from it” (Flaco, personal communication, November 8, 2020).
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Although all three study participants received partial scholarships, more than a majority of the
costs were contingent on personal funding sources.
Another issue that the participants underscored was the lack of information and support
from faculty and administration for study abroad programs at the HBCUs. The three participants
became involved in the study abroad program through personal contacts, as opposed to
institutional assistance. Flaco was unaware that study abroad participation could contribute
towards his college credits until it was nearly time to graduate. He learned about this option from
a friend who had attended another study abroad program at his HBCU. One day, towards the end
of his college career, Flaco coincidentally met a professor who inspired him to become an
ambassador. This professor also pointed him to the direction of the International Education
Center (IEC). Comparatively, Brianna found encouragement from a fellow sorority sister who
had studied abroad the previous year. She found her way to the IEC and applied. I use the
phrasing found her way because this office is located at an obscure corner of the campus. I
recruited Ten from my class. While he was aware that the IEC had a number of recruiting
activities, he noted that “nobody would go there” (Ten, personal communication, November 10,
2020). Through our personal bond, I gained his trust and he was ready to accept me as “his study
abroad mother” (Ten, personal communication, November 10, 2020). There was a unanimous
consensus that the participants did not have immediate access to information about study abroad.
This option was not presented to the students as a possibility or as a viable alternative to the to
receive academic credits.
Advertising activities are hosted by the International Education Center. Unfortunately,
these events are poorly attended because they are not effectively advertised to the student body.
The primary reasons for low study abroad enrollment at the HBCUs include “lack of supportive
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faculty of color, lack of funding, lack of family support, and lack of institutional support”
(Chama et al., 2018, p. 5). Faculty and institutional involvement can make a dramatic impact in
promoting and supporting study abroad programs. Covington (2017) argued that “students are
more likely to participate in an activity if a faculty member recommends they do so [sic]” (p. 8).
There is also insufficient incentive for faculty and administrators to be involved with study
abroad opportunities in spite the benefits (Ali, 2015; Akomolafe, 2000; Brux & Fry, 2010;
Ranney, 201; Willis, 2012).
Theme 3. Languages: Encounter of African American Vernacular English (AAVE),
Standard English, and Spanish
All three participants grew up speaking African American Vernacular English (AAVE)
and continuously code switching with standard English. AAVE is defined a “language of Black
communities and, while there is a minimal influence of West African languages to AAVE it can
be considered a hybrid of local dialects” (McWhorter, 2000, p. 207). National Public Radio
announced on April 8th the launch of Code Switch, their new blog about race, ethnicity, and
culture. I was intrigued to learn that the code switching is more common than we can imagine
and while we can relate the code switching to alternating between different languages, accents or
dialects, the fact is that it is also related to different contexts. All three study participants agreed
that code switching is a common practice they used throughout their lives and it influenced their
language development, cultural acceptance, and identity. Black and African American people
have one advantage when immersing themselves into foreign cultures, because they possess a
sense of duality (Delpit, 2008; Du Bois, 1903) embodied “skillfully code switching into the
language and speech forms” (Delpit & Dowdy 2002, p. 20) throughout their lives. Duality or
twoness (Delpit, 2008; Du Bois, 1903) is a historical by-product of minorities “being stereotyped
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as unlearned and illiterate Southern Blacks” in contrast to the idealized White mainstream
(Delpit & Dowdy 2002, p. 20). The ability to rapidly navigate between the codes of distinct
languages, cultures, and identities is a desirable skill to have in the White mainstream discourse.
This sentiment resounded throughout each participants’ story; for example, “You have to be able
to interchange between your character and the way you talk. Sometimes just to survive” (Flaco,
personal communication, November 8, 2020). Code switching technique is passed down through
the generations.
Atlanta, Georgia as an unofficial hip-hop capital has contributed to English language not
only in this country but globally. Ten said that:
[he] learned Atlanta Vernacular and it's different. Come to find out a lot of people
don't understand what people from Atlanta are saying. I'm trying to think of the
movie A T L 'cause they had a lot in that movie. With a shawty a lot, dat way,
that's like the main word down here and we will end up using that. (Ten, personal
communication, November 10, 2020)
Ten continued that, “They [in the Atlanta Vernacular] tend to talk really fast and mash up their
words altogether to a point where it's not really understandable” (Ten, personal communication,
November 10, 2020). It is essential to note that “hip-hop unifies its audience, which can allow it
to connect communities around the world fighting the effects of discrimination, segregation and
injustice” (online reader, hip-hop, para. 2). This musical genre mixes vocabularies and other
linguistic markers of AAVE dialects. Flaco, Brianna and Ten enlightened me during our sessions
on the topic of the movie A T L. Brianna, in fact showed me a clip from that film to illustrate the
use of AAVE. I could hear and see how the AAVE is spoken and understood by African
American people.
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All three participants agreed that they used AAVE most commonly with friends. Both
Flaco and Brianna spoke standard English primarily at home, and Brianna was reminded to
speak standard English, as her “grammar, enunciation, all that good stuff” was corrected by her
grandmother (Brianna, personal communication, November 13, 2020). Her family was also
familiar with the Gullah Geechee heritage, but they did not fluently speak the creole-based
language.
Within Black communities, there is a continuous concern about being compared to
dominant White society. Cultural isolation and marginalization are further deepened by the
notion of duality that: “having come of age in a racist society, we double think every aspect of
our beings- are we good enough to be accepted by the White world” (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002, p.
35).The language of the participants in this study use was impacted by social belonging as “when
we are with our own, we reveal in the rhythms and cadences of connection […] the real issue
was our concern about what others would think” (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002, p. 37). I posit that this
sense of duality (Du Bois, 1903; Delpit & Dowdy, 2002) is a vantage point for Black and
African American HBCU students, who from an early age, learn to adjust their speaking and
mannerisms depending on their social environment. As Brianna said, “I think it’s different when
you are around certain people” (Brianna, personal communication, November 13, 2020). Flaco
agreed that, “You have to be able to interchange between your character and the way you talk”
(Flaco, personal communication November 21, 2020). As result of learned duality and codeswitching these students tend to adjust rapidly with their homestay families and life in Costa
Rica.
Prior to the study abroad experience, all three participants had some intermittent exposure
to the Spanish language during their middle school and high school years. In my experience, the
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lack of continuity and consistency in language acquisition is the primary reason students cannot
achieve fluency and accuracy. All three participants also completed Spanish classes as part of
their required core curriculum education at their respective HBCUs. These classes prepared them
somewhat for the trip and provided them with the basic language structure, vocabulary, and
grammar. Before departing for Costa Rica, all participants received the Spanish Primer manual, a
language document I created for the Costa Rica study abroad participants (Appendix G).
However, once in Costa Rica, the students realized they were not adequately prepared to
communicate competently or fluently in Spanish.
Once in Costa Rica, the participants became aware of their deficiencies in Spanish and
became concerned that their comprehension and output (Krashen, 1981) were not satisfactory.
The intervention of the local staff was effective and comprehensive input (Krashen, 1981) that
they provided to our students was invaluable. Participants demonstrated and improved ability to
communicate in Spanish within two weeks. Fortunately, in Costa Rica, the classes were small,
therefore making it easier for a professor to detect linguistic mistakes and to correct them in real
time. The participants became increasingly comfortable because of the linguistic empowerment
they experienced. Ten, for example, described how his level of confidence grew every day (Ten,
personal communication, November 16, 2020). After two weeks all three students advanced to
the higher level of Spanish.
The students consistently reported their pride and Spanish proficiency as articulated n
their interactions. As this exchange in a pharmacy illustrates: “Estoy enfermo [I am sick], and
they were talking about like I need Tylenol in and, what I was feeling on the inside, had me
describe my symptoms” (Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). Furthermore, the
participants expressed the significance of these language experiences [as phenomenal]. “You
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know, your hard work is starting to pay off” (Ten, personal communication, November 10,
2020). Local population interacted with the participants and provided them with invaluable
linguistic input (Krashen, 1981). Linguistic input doubled with the linguistic duality (Delpit,
2008, p. 11) depicted in the coexistence of “Standard English and Black English” (p. xxi) had
impacted participants’ Spanish language acquisition positively.
Both Ten and Flaco affirmed their linguistic evolution during their interviews: “I can
speak the language” (Ten, personal communication, November 10, 2020) and “Costa Rica gave
me that fluency” (Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). Brianna said that she
was still using Spanish occasionally too. While learning from the situational chronotopic
(Bakhtin, 1981) categories, the participants accepted that they are a part of the possible dialogue
in the host country, and also back home. In conclusion, there is a duality in participants who had
to reconcile the learned language forms that acquired in the mainstream educational system, with
language they used at home and with their friends (Delpit, 2008; Du Bois,1903; West, 2017). In
that context, the participants have managed to connect the interrupted acquisition experiences
from formal schooling in Spanish and to merge it with Costa Rican acquisition experience. All
these linguistic elements had a different impact on parts of their culture and identity.
Theme 4. Cultures: Encounter of Black and African American and Costa Rican Cultures
Culture is a construction of shared beliefs, norms, and values (Banks & McGee Banks,
2013). During the participation in immersive study abroad programs, Black and African
American HBCU students face unique challenges of historic importance as they acquire
additional languages, assimilate other cultural elements, and expand their sense of self or selfidentity. He (2003) noted that such an experience is a “parallel cultural learning experience”
enabling participants “to understand who we are, how we become who we, and who we might
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be” (p.72). Multicultural education is an important part of the study abroad mission (Benson et
al., 2013) capable of generating a number of significant changes in the participants.
The Costa Rica study abroad program is structured to be multidimensional and mutually
beneficial. As the participants educated Costa Rican nationals on the lesser-known minority
struggles in United States, they were simultaneously being educated on historic struggles of
Costa Rica. The study abroad program is also designed to empower participants to carefully
scrutinize and compare the languages, cultures, and identities present within both contexts; the
host country and the United States. During their stay in Costa Rica, the students reaffirmed the
differences between their own microculture, the mainstream White macroculture, and the host
country’s culture. Although their first instinct was to dismiss the contradictions, the continued
exposure within the chronotope (Bakhtin, 1981a) resulted in acceptance of cross-cultural
interactions within the New Dimension.
Growing up, all three participants lived in a racially homogenous neighborhoods within
the Southeast region of the United States. These childhood depictions of illuminated comparable
cultural experiences that each participant had during their formative years were compelling. Each
participant described different social interactions that reflected a stereotypical or limited
understanding of Black languages, cultures, and identities. Flaco said that, “Black and African
American culture is more than rappers and athletes” (Flaco, personal communication, November
16, 2020), whereas during his time in Costa Rica, he felt proud to represent Black culture.
“People actually asked questions about the Black and African American culture, and they
listened. They asked about where Georgia was and what an HBCU was” (Flaco, personal
communication, November 16, 2020). Similarly, Ten was culturally shaped by Black
experiences; however, his physical appearance created racial challenges for him. He is a light
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skinned, green eyed, African American who is sometimes regarded as Black, and sometimes as
White. Ten noted how he blended in Costa Rica: “at times they thought I was a local […] I look
like a Costa Rican, so they wouldn’t clamor about me” (Ten, personal communication,
November 16, 2020). However, once people realized he was not a local, “people actually had
interest in my culture [pause] the questions would be about the life in the United States and
people tried to speak in English to me” (Ten, personal communication, November 16, 2020).
Based on students’ reflections, I concluded that their experiences demonstrate a successful
chronotope (Bakhtin, 1981) interaction. The participants delineated how they enlightened the
Costa Ricans about many cultural aspects of Black microculture: language, food, fashion, music,
and social injustices. The participants welcomed the open minds and positive attitudes which
made their experiences more meaningful and connected to the languages, cultures, and identities
available.
Theme 5. Identities: “A Rose That Grew from a Crack in the Concrete”
Growing up in their homogenously Black communities, the participants did not
experience extreme racism. Flaco explained that, “There was very little diversity, in any of those
schools. I was never treated poorly at that time, probably maybe because, my environment was
consistently Black, and I did not stick out” (Flaco, personal communication, November 7, 2020).
Additionally, Brianna described how she was surrounded by immediate and extended family and
attended predominately Black schools as well. Ten attended both private and public schools, they
were also predominantly Black. Paradoxically, the participants described how they encountered
more racism as the heterogeneity of their schools increased. These collective experiences
indicated a chronic lack of multiculturalism in schools. Ten, for example, was teased for the
color of his skin: “I’m right there in the middle so the darker skin people would get on me saying
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I was white, and White kids are like oh, he is Black” (Ten, personal communication, November
12, 2020).
The common assertion is that the Black identity is impacted by racial discrimination, and
in many occasions such as: “When you get to the North side, that’s when you start seeing
Confederate flags; then you start seeing plantations and then they were like still the name
plantation, you like: wait, what, like what?” (Flaco, personal communication, November 21,
2020) As Black person you feel disrespected and denigrated. Colleges in the rural part of
Georgia such as Flaco’s college, are surrounded by the remnants of racist ideologies and
practices: “I have been called the N word, you know some random guy screaming out of a truck”
(Flaco, personal communication, November 21, 2020). Segregation and racial profiling
experiences continued into their college years:
We didn’t see any Caucasians. Basically, on that side of town at all, it was rare
unless they worked at the school. I will always get pulled over or stopped or
searched. Or you know, I got pulled over on my bike. You know, um? Just from
riding, while always being aware. That made me become aware of the police.
(Flaco, personal communication, November 21, 2020).
These occurrences of racial profiling are not limited to the South as racism seems to be
endemic to this country. There are similarities between each of the participants’ stories as well as
those of scholars cited herein. For example, Flaco’s experience parallels Cornell West’s (2017)
experience, detailed in the story of him being stopped three times in one day for “driving too
slowly on a residential street with a speed limit of 25 miles per hour” (p. xii). As these anecdotes
suggest, perpetual and pervasive racism seeps into every pore of the society and undermines the
Black and African American identity. The notion that “racism is a category that will never

143
change” (Bell, 2005) is an accurate assessment for the times we are living in. However, we
cannot resign to this fate without trying to work towards resolving current economic and racial
inequalities for the benefit of future generations, both Black and White (Johnson, 2016; West
2017). Only through the acts of mutual understanding and solidarity, can we together oust the
plague of racism in the United States of America. In this context, study abroad, as a special
academic venue, assumes a leading role when it comes to exposing “Black college students to
[…] new challenges rather than reinforcing internally held thoughts and perceptual frames of
reference conditioned as a result of ongoing racism within the U.S. experience” (Rahyns, 2018,
p. 16). My students have the potential to become a reliable, creative part of the multicultural
education (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013) and to develop constructive and peaceful approach to
changing of current dynamics in society. HBCU study abroad programs consider seriously
“assets and strengths that students of color bring with them into educational environments,
offering educators the opportunity to consider how to assist students in building upon these
strengths for further success” (Wick et al., 2019, p. 64). For me this is the main guiding idea
when recruiting and preparing for study abroad.
Discrimination through education causes Black and African American students to
become alienated from the national macroculture. The dominant White school systems do not
perceive the Black culture a valuable cultural capital in the educational milieu, but a construct
that should be challenged in the most brutal ways. The recent White supremacy riots at the
National Capitol attest to the racial animosity. Comparing the White nationalist riots to Black
Lives Matters protests it is obvious that there is a racial imbalance in the way police respond to
White and Black demonstrators. A grim portrait of racial relations and racism against one
minority group were on a full display. The “legacy of white supremacy lingers” (West, 2017, p.
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viii), and Black and African American students experience it while at home. While in situ, in
Costa Rica, the absence of overt racism coupled with the of sense freedom helped foster feelings
of racial pride in participants. Racism as a major stressor was removed from daily activities and
“when I walked by, nobody would be tucking their purses away or going to the other side of the
street” Flaco noted. This is a common occurrence in the United States for Black and African
American men. The participants did not experience a lack of trust and racially charged situations
while in Costa Rica.
The popularity of “heritage seeking programs” (Neff, 2001) for the “fear of racism” (p.
38) is evident in HBCU students’ study abroad programs when compared to other study abroad
programs. Higher enrollment numbers for Latin America and the Caribbean, and Africa
demonstrate that for HBCU students’ “heritage and identity” (Wick et al., 2019, p. 65) are the
top priority, when deciding where to go for study abroad. Even though the connections with
Black or Afro-Caribbean heritage are minimal, Costa Rican experience is worthwhile in many
aspects: “I felt accepted and loved” (Brianna, personal communication, November 16, 2020), “I
was seen as exotic and interesting” (Flaco, personal communication, November 8, 2020) and “I
blended in” (Ten, personal communication, November 12, 2020). As a consequence of these
transformative experiences, Flaco, Briana and Ten felt empowered, free, and proud of their
heritage. They give Costa Rica credit for that: “Costa Rica changed me” (Brianna, private
communication, November 16, 2020) “Being Black in Costa Rica, I thought I just feel free. I feel
free and accepted now” (Flaco, personal communication, November 8, 2020). In the tradition of
multicultural education, (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013), identity exploring (Baldwin, 1955) and
identity fluidity (Phillion, 1998; He, 2003; Sharma et al., 2011) study abroad participants prove
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the point that nothing is fixed. Our identities continuously evolve as we move through “different
landscapes” like a “river forever flowing” (He, 2003, p. 23).
Identity was the most difficult concept to elaborate on when we discussed in the themes.
Flaco said: “Identities are pretty much every experience we’ve had. Rolled up into a meatball, a
human being, and then all the ideas and things that we want to be in the future. And identity is
always evolving” (Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). Similarly, Ten and
Brianna both reported changes of open mindedness and independence through their experiences
in Costa Rica. All three participants fell in love with travel and consequently, after their study
abroad respective programs, they travelled as much as they could. All three participants
demonstrated personal gains of self-awareness and maturity unattainable in a traditional
classroom. Study abroad was not only an informed path of acquiring a foreign language, but an
opportunity for reflection and introspection. This experience was a chance to critically examine
their sense of self-identity and determine a plan for personal growth.
In addition to personal, social, and cultural awareness, cross-cultural experiences were
equally valuable to participants' identity development. Individually, the participants are a part of
a larger group that is educationally bound, and it has to foster coexistence and mutual
cooperation while abroad. All participants have experienced social growth within that group and
they state: “We always went to this little café after class” (Briana, personal communication,
November 12, 2020); “we met in the evening at Zumba” (Flaco, personal communication,
November 16, 2020); “we met at the restaurant by the school” (Ten, personal communication,
November 13, 2020). Social development is an integral part of identity development. The
participants cared about each other’s well-being; they helped each other through difficult times.
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They communicated with each other while in Costa Rica through various chats and groups on
social media.
The participants acknowledged that they grew personally and academically through study
abroad experiences. Participants’ identities were transformed during their stay in Costa Rica and
they started seeing themselves as cosmopolitan and global citizens. Macro culture as represented
in cosmopolitanism and globalism increased in value.
A sense of empowerment came from the increased sense of self-realization. The
participants learned about themselves as Ten said: “I learned what I needed to do when I put in
the work to do it. So, after that too, I was like I can do that again.” Similarly, Brianna expressed:
“It rounded up my identity” (Brianna, personal communication, November 13, 2020). “I never
want to forget Pura Vida” (Ten, personal communication, November 16, 2020). “It was good for
me being so young at the time, just to get that experience under my belt and learn and stuff, for
getting ready to graduate soon. One of the things I learned is to stop worrying a little bit” (Ten,
personal communication, November 16, 2020). “Costa Rica taught me everything” (Flaco,
personal communication, November 21, 2021). Participants credit Costa Rica for personal
growth and meaningful experiential learning. A part of that learning was the concept of Pura
Vida (pure life) which I will examine in the next section.
Theme 6. Pura Vida as New Dimension
This research was partially fueled by the Pura Vida (Pure Life) concept, which I
encountered for the first time in Costa Rica, in 2011, upon my arrival there. To my question
about the weather these days my “field partner” smiled and answered: Pura Vida. I figured it was
something good, because my logic was pure life is good, right? Similarly, participants learned
about this concept for the first time in Costa Rica. This phrase in Spanish Language is reserved
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for Costa Rican linguistic discourse and is not used in any of the other 20 Spanish speaking
countries. The closest definitions of Pura Vida came from Brianna: “hakuna matata” she said
(Brianna, private communication, November 12, 2020). In Flaco’s words: “All Pura Vida.
Loving, nurturing, nature, kindness (Flaco, private communication, November 21, 2020).” In
Ten’s words: “They would say Pura Vida, pure life. Costa Rica definitely embodies that. They
do what they want, how they want it and they just live life to the fullest (Ten, private
conversation, November 16, 2020).”
It is a curious fact that the phrase Pura Vida arrived in Costa Rica through a Mexican
novel that was turned into a movie released in 1951 (Trester, 2003). This expression meaning
“pure life,” “good life” entered the sociolinguistic use across the community as a discourse
marker during that time, and it stayed to this day. Over time the phrase has evolved into a
philosophy of living and accepting reality. I observed a certain degree of pacifism and laid-back
attitude conveyed in nowadays’ Pura Vida interpretations.
Linguistically, according to Anna Marie Trester (2003), the use of this phrase is
multifunctional, and it appears as: “greeting/leave taking, request/answer for state of being,
adjective/adverb, agreement, expression of gratitude/ response to gratitude and ironic/sarcasm”
(p. 63). However, Pura Vida even though used widely in conversations, is not only limited to its
linguistic significance. It is a philosophy of life promoting acceptance, and positivity in every
day’s life. Pura Vida concept as students experience it in Costa Rica can be interpreted as a
central aspect to the chronotope (Bakhtin, 1981), experiential learning (Dewey, 1938), access to
multiculturalism (Banks & McGee Banks, 2013) and the purpose of study abroad (Benson et al.,
2013). The three participants immersed themselves in the topos (place) unknown to them and
they have created a new space for dialogue and growth.
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By telling their counter stories of racial oppression and marginalization at home, the
participants have attracted a captive audience. In the pacifist style of Pura Vida, the participants
talked to various people who expressed interest in their stories. People were willing to listen and
exchange energy, thoughts, and ideas. Without this chronotopic encounter, the participants
would have been deprived of valuable experiences in the interaction embodying the categories of
languages, cultures, and identities. They subconsciously created a New Dimension for
themselves wherein the concepts of languages, cultures, identities interacted with their personal
stories and historic heritage with Pura Vida philosophy and energy and a positive, peaceful
disposition of the local inhabitants.
The participants in this study conveyed how love and acceptance are primary aspects of
the Costa Rican lifestyle. They felt free, loved, and accepted; the sentiments expressed by many
other Black and African American travelers abroad before them (Baldwin, 1955; Haynes, 1997;
Johnson, 2016). The three participants similarly argued that:
I guess being outside the United States made me reflect on like why is it so much
tension? The name is called United States and so, you know the exact opposite of
the name. It really gave me a negative view of the United States. I didn’t want to
go back. (Flaco, personal communication, November 21, 2020).
Pura Vida has changed the way the participants think. Ten, for example, conveyed that “Being a
representative of my race abroad, I felt definitely proud” (Ten, personal communication,
November 16, 2020). Brianna also noted how the experience: “enhanced who I am. I literally
have it tattooed on me” and “my mindset kind of evolved” (Brianna, personal communication,
November 13, 2020). Most importantly, the participants learned how to be present in the
moment.
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As a researcher and their professor, I related to their stories about Costa Rica and I
observed how they embraced the Pura Vida lifestyle and philosophy. Ten noted that “people in
Costa Rica are able to accept others with love, without questioning who is who, what they are,
how they are raised, what their creed or whatever” (Ten, personal communication, November 10,
2020). In Flaco’s words: “I just feel free. I feel free and accepted now. The first time I ever felt
that before” (Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020). The experience was an
encounter of time (chronos) and Costa Rica as a topos (place) (Bakhtin, 1981).
Love was the main ingredient of all these Costa Rican Pura Vida dynamics. The students
interacted amongst themselves as well as with me, their families, teachers, staff, and other Costa
Rican nationals. Collectively we interacted with the languages, cultures, and identities and we
found ourselves applying the Pura Vida philosophy in the New Dimension search.
The stories I collected from the participants illustrate my notion that the space and time
have to interact in order to build the New Dimension. In light of the New Dimension, Flaco
experienced himself as beautiful stating: “I didn't know you could call me exotic and beautiful,
wow” (Flaco, personal communication, November 8, 2020). This feeling was also conveyed by
Brianna who described that:
there is this image of positive energy, and we lost weight while we were there.
My skin cleared up. You know, I had felt healthy. It was the food and the sun
'cause I wasn't eating all that processed crap that we have here in America. We
were outdoors, and we walked everywhere, so that probably attributed to it, too
(Brianna, personal communication, November 12, 2020).
Ten expressed similar changes in eating habits: “Um, no, if you remember, I was a very picky
eater. I tried new things” (Ten, personal communication, November 16, 2020). The students felt
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permission to be vulnerable in this New Dimension. Brianna detailed this sentiment captured in a
picture (Appendix D):
I just loved it, every morning I would walk to school. I'm like, I just I love this
view, and so sometimes I would just kind of stand on the porch and take it all in.
It was just a great view, and just to be able to see that every morning! I mean, just
even the greenery, the roofs of the houses, you know. I just love the view I was
like I'm gonna miss this view (Brianna, personal communication, November 12,
2020).
While in Costa Rica, students were liberated from their mundane tasks and daily worries which
supported a narrow focus solely on learning encapsulated in the Pura Vida philosophy of life.
While acquiring language skills, we also develop other pragmatic skills such as cultural
sensitivity and adaptability. Additionally, through participating in a unique cultural and language
situation that entails daily interactions with a newly met host family, we tend to become more
introspective and self-aware, thus, impacting our self-identity. There are various dimensions
within which experiential learning occurs during a study abroad program. In this study I
highlight language, culture, and identity experiences through the application of a cross-cultural
narrative inquiry methodology (He, 2003, 2006, 2010; Phillion & He, 2008; Phillion et al., 2009;
Sharma & Phillion, 2021).
In my role as Spanish teacher I was connected to “how the narrative text refuses the
impulse to abstract and explain, stressing the journey over the destination, and thus eclipses the
scientific illusion of control and mastery” (Trahar, 2009, p. 4). While loving this process I had
the privilege to share my observations that can contribute to the narrative of support for
multiculturalism and social justice and inclusion in education and curriculum. I have stressed the
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importance of a relaxed atmosphere full of positivity as a motivational tool crucial for successful
language acquisition. Learning any subject in a stressful environment is challenging, acquiring a
foreign language is impossible. As Brianna said: “Now I think differently of myself, I just think
that it enhanced who I already am. It allowed me to learn more about myself and that I can step
out of my comfort zone. I can conquer things that I may have feared before” (Brianna, personal
communication, November 10, 2020).
Conclusions
Study abroad programs provide high impact educational opportunities for college
students and, therefore, should be available, affordable, and accessible to all students.
Unfortunately, many of my HBCU students are unable to study abroad largely owing to the
financial costs. As such, these students are denied the opportunity to intellectually flourish in the
way Brianna has described her experiences of growth and hope against the odds. Being away
from their families allowed these participants to experience holistic growth through learning selfreliance, an ability to solve personal issues and problems at hand and to feel confident in asking
for help. As they matured in a foreign environment they were inspired with a profound sense of
accomplishment and pride. Without question, these participants have acquired instrumental
critical thinking skills for life and soft skills for communicating confidentially and effectively.
There is a moral obligation within the mainstream curriculum to include the cultural
capital of the minorities and to deal in a more effective way with the oppression of the system
that works against them (Bourdieu, 1977). Over the course of the program, the study abroad
participants exhibited many gains which can be grouped into three intertwined categories:
languages, cultures and, identities. The linguistic and cultural gains further promoted personal,
academic, and emotional growth for the students as they were estranged from their American
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environments. When afforded equity, “the oppressed can develop the necessary critical tools that
will enable them to read their world, so they can apprehend the essence of their reality and
choose what world they want to for themselves” (Freire & Macedo, 1995, p. 3). These are types
of high impact experiences that college programs need to create for all study abroad participants,
even more importantly so for my disadvantaged HBCU Black and African American students.
The three participants in this study have identified their HBCUs as a crucial environment
for solidifying Black identity. Indubitably, Black, and African American students receive a
remarkable cultural boost to their identities while attending these institutions. Study Abroad
Programs at HBCUs are a critical extension of international education for Black and African
American students.
Unfortunately, when attempting to enroll into study abroad programs, students at HBCUs
face problems related to lack of funding, lack of appropriate financial services, lack of
information and lack of faculty involvement. HBCU International Education Centers and their
initiatives need to be more visible on these campuses. Moreover, students and their families
would like to see these dynamics change as the HBCUs continue to evolve.
Languages, cultures, and identities are intertwined categories. Black and African
American HBCU students have the heightened ability to code switch between languages. Code
switching helps students to rapidly adjust to their homestay families and during their varied
experiences abroad. As the students’ linguistic competence in Spanish accelerated, their level of
confidence and the quality of their immersion increased as well. Culturally, HBCU students gain
significant comprehension of multiculturalism through the lens of cross-cultural communication.
Once again, the code-switching technique is invaluable as HBCU students can discern between
the host and United States macrocultures from the perspective of their own microculture. The
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identities of Black and African American HBCU students flourish abroad because the main
stressor, racism, is reduced in their normative daily experiences while in Costa Rica. Participants
expressed that the pacifism and acceptance of Costa Rican people they interacted with had
rounded their identities and helped them perceive themselves as cosmopolitan and global
citizens. Lastly, the Costa Rican philosophy of Pura Vida (pure life, live and let live) had
enabled the participants to fully immerse themselves completely into their studies. The students
envisioned themselves in a radically different light: physically, emotionally, and ideologically,
during their time in Costa Rica. Further, this experience is also facilitated by the participants’
willingness to delve into the New Dimension, a place where experiences meet a new geographic
and new cultural spaces while interacting with new energies and ideologies of hope. In addition,
chronotopical exposure introduced students to dialoging (Bakhtin, 1981) as a possible and viable
option for the future of education endeavors for study abroad participants. Similar in the way that
the rose that represents hope in Brianna’s story, study abroad programs provide hope and
meaning for multicultural education for HBCU Black and African American students. Study
abroad programs as a non-traditional learning venue can help HBCU students overcome the
barriers and obstacles created by inequality and racism.
Recommendations for Improving of Study Abroad Opportunities at HBCUs
Over many decades, HBCU Black and African American students continue to be
underrepresented in study abroad programs. The current state of affairs in this field is worrisome
knowing that the students might be motivated, but often hindered by a variety reasons that will
prevent them from participating in study abroad programs. Keeping in mind the benefits of these
programs, however, there should be campus wide initiatives for financially supporting and
affording all students with study abroad opportunities. Administrators and institutions need to
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prioritize funding for more financial resources and support, in order to increase the level of
participation of Black and African American HBCU students, in particular, in study abroad
programs. Currently, socio-economic realities remain the deciding factor for the abroad
opportunities, but this should not be the case. As my experiences indicate, students from HBCUs
have many more financial obstacles in participating in these venues owing to the historical
injustices and disparities that Black and African Americans continue to face. The
recommendations of study abroad researchers recommend examining the appropriation of
educational resources to offset study abroad expenses such as airfare, tuition, and room and
board. Furthermore, study abroad should be integrated as a requirement for graduation.
Despite their small numbers, students from many HBCUs travel all over the world. Their
preferred destinations seem to be the “heritage-seeking” locations such as the Caribbean and the
Sub Saharan countries. Costa Rica with its Caribbean Black heritage is an inviting location for
the Black and African American HBCU students.
A deeper understanding of African American and Black students’ historic and personal
background is a prerogative of the recruitment of students for study abroad programs at HBCUs.
If executed correctly, study abroad can be a powerful medium for communicating the need for
social justice and for developing of languages, cultures, and identities of HBCU students. One of
my recommendations maintains that study abroad programs should be more visible to all HBCU
campus stakeholders. As of now, recruitment, mentorship and advisement rely heavily on a few
committed professors. Study abroad programs must be offered as a viable educational
opportunity on all HBCU campuses. Furthermore, study abroad programs need to be included
into the curriculum, HBCU academic development plans, and a requirement for graduation.
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Similarly, HBCU students should be eligible for more increased financial aid and funding
options to offset the costs of study abroad programs.
Financial services at HBCUs require more innovative techniques that will enhance their
existing functionality and dramatically improve available services. There is a demonstrated need
to create a collaboration between students as the primary stakeholders, the academic affair
offices, financial services, and international education centers. All stakeholders need to advocate
on behalf of the HBCU students and institutions, to secure the funds as well as to facilitate study
abroad marketing network. This network would include all HBCU institutions, the respective
university systems within which an HBCU operates, but also the local communities where the
HBCU is located. By establishing a functioning and effective infrastructure, HBCU study abroad
programs would become more accessible to their students, be more inclusive, and increasingly
diverse.
Implications
There needs to be an audit and an expansion of current curricular offerings that will
include more study abroad opportunities along with potential funding sources for all HBCU
students. Additionally, there is a perceived need to reexamine current policies and practices to
the role of study abroad as informed path of intercultural and cross-cultural education. Based on
my understanding and experiences, I believe that study abroad programs should be structured
and executed with an ideological framework in mind, capable of proposing solutions for ousting
inequality and promoting social justice (Brux & Fry, 2010). As for execution, the onus falls upon
study abroad programs to recognize their students’ needs by offering meaningful, inspiring, lifechanging, and hopeful destinations.
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Experiencing life abroad helps shape new perspectives and create new points of views.
While undergoing changes and trying to adapt to the new country, participants are in the middle
of “events under study” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 479) that are also “in temporal
transition” (p. 479) in which their individual coping skills help them adjust and learn about
cultural practices of the host country. Through this process, students reflect and also learn about
themselves, their own culture and identity and in such: “A cross-cultural narrative inquiry does
not predict how students may act in different cultural situations because students may react with
contradictions and contrasts” (Cavan, 2006, p. 132). To reiterate, understanding cultural
differences is attainable by expanding cultural and linguistic knowledge and sensitivity.
Implications for Curriculum Studies
Postmodern curricular theorists seek to challenge and make explicit the ideological power
of discourses that limit possibilities and exclude difference. In many ways, this movement has
changed the fundamental question in curriculum studies from “What knowledge is worth
knowing and experiencing” (Schubert et al. 2012, p. 6) with greater emphasis on the equally
important question: “who decides (and who should decide) what is worth knowing” (p. 4). In all
the spheres of our society, especially in schools, we should strive for an inclusive system where
all voices are valued and represented.
Postmodernism, in particular, offers more criticism and rejection of what is than a vision
for what might be, or how to get there. While seemingly abstract from the everyday world of
schools and classrooms, it is critical to remember that curriculum “has a history that parallels the
whole of human history” (Schubert, 1986, p. 85). In my opinion, the curriculum should also offer
solutions and hope for the resolution of the current and raging conflicts in our society.
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Many scholars (Baszile, 2006a; Hall, 1994; hooks, 1994) have spoken about otherness
and exclusion in life and education. It is a necessary task for educators to deconstruct these
concepts, generate answers and to teach all children. To teach better, however, we need to
examine more carefully the unresolved issues, hidden curriculum (Jackson, 1968) agenda,
inequality, and the systemic racism in our country and to find innovative ways to defeat them.
Both the schools and their curriculum ought to “see each student as a growing, dynamic,
developing, stretching being—a fellow human creature—with specific needs and demands and
hopes and desires and potentials” (Ayers, 1995, p. 2). Historically, Black, and African American
students have been denied and neglected in education, as well as in the curriculum for too many
decades. Educators and administrators need to show the positive experiences of Black and
African American HBCU students and to improve students’ enrollment in the programs that
offer diversity, inclusiveness and have an overall pragmatic and impactful value. The lifechanging outcomes of study abroad programs are overwhelmingly evident and need to be
considered by university administrators and by the legislative representatives in our state and the
nation.
Study abroad programs for Black and African American HBCU students are an
invaluable venue for addressing and advancing development of languages, cultures, and
identities. There are some steps that can provide and secure productive outcomes for the
participants and for the curriculum. Accessibility and quality of the program are the prerogative
for the program's success. At the same time participants offered an enriched perspective to the
study abroad immersion experience. These students became culturally and linguistically
equipped to apply the knowledge acquired during these impactful international experiences.
They also were able to tell their story and expose their perspective: “So, just to give him in a
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completely different perspective, what African Americans were like; it was new to them” (Flaco,
personal communication, November 16, 2020). Moreover, the participants remain proud of being
HBCU students and of having study abroad opportunities and experiences over the course of
their degree programs.
During their study abroad stay, the participants had time for reflection, as they were
immersed in a nurturing, safe environment where they could explore international, intercultural,
and cross-cultural interactions. This matrix of interactions forged a realization that the “truth is
not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people
collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (Bakhtin, 1981, p.
110). I believe that this experience triggered an introspective process, self-awareness, and
maturation. Democratic dialogue as a part of this cross-cultural exchange was a fundamental
benefit for study abroad participants. This interactive benefit enabled participants to continue
their quest for liberation and equality.
Implications for the Study Abroad Leadership and Faculty
There are at least five clear implications stemming out from this study: 1: the availability
of study abroad information, 2: the accessibility of financial aid and services and additional
funding, 3: the transparency and planning on behalf of study abroad personnel, 4: meaningful
activities and programming, and 5: the necessity to follow up with study abroad participants
following the program. Additionally, timely information about institutional study abroad
opportunities should be made accessible to all students at the beginning of college careers. The
institution’s administration and faculty should collaborate with college counselors and course
professors across the university to incorporate study abroad into their class schedule and their
graduation requirements.
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Study abroad participants need transparency and assurance across a variety of formats
and modalities prior to embarking on the trip. It is a prerogative for a successful program to have
a structured itinerary laid out well ahead of time. Also, a daily itinerary for the duration of the
trip should be available to the participants prior to travelling. Indeed, the transparency of the
program is what drew their initial attention to the study abroad program, at and continued to
impress them throughout the duration of the program.
During the one-month study abroad program, the students and myself became devoid of
our daily routines and relatively isolated from the societal forms and limitations typically
imposed upon us at home. This sense of situated awareness permitted us to be more open and
willing to delve into our dreams and hopes during the study abroad program. As part of global
learning study abroad programs promote student involvement and feeling of empowerment
(Akomolafe, 2000; Covington, 2017). “I got so used to being treated so generously in Costa Rica
that it made me just want to be generous” (Flaco, personal communication, November 16, 2020).
Students ultimately balance their “feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral
dispositions” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480) holistically in a new space. As well, the
students tend to be liberated from the biases, racial marginalization, and the continuous feeling of
exclusion present back home. Over time, I have concluded that travel heals and brings about
different perspectives.
Second, I discovered that if students are not informed in a timely manner about study
abroad programs, they will likely miss the deadlines to apply during the course of their
programs. Of course, living in another country for a month with a host family can be stressful.
To minimize such stress and unpleasantness, a clearly outlined program stating and clarifying
what to expect on a daily basis should be, and usually are, mandatory. Participants, when
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informed ahead of time, tend to have a more relaxed approach to the “new adventures” and they
also, tend to achieve the learning outcomes as defined in the program. When these conditions are
met, “the essential informative exchange of cultural knowledge” (Phillion et al., 2012, p. 335)
can be achieved and asserted as positive and productive. Study abroad as a nontraditional
educational venue help provide a voice to Black and African American HBCU students within
the educational and social milieu while reaching their highest potential (Siddle-Walker, 1996).
As Ten said:
I was going into Homeland Security, and I still use it [Spanish] today. I work at
the airport now, so you know, every once in a while, if there is a passenger that
speaks only Spanish, and they need help. I don't tell everyone to come and find
me, but if I see them, I will assist them. I can tell them how to get to where they
need to go. And, so, I don't think I would have been able to do that if I didn't
spend time out in Costa Rica. I learned that I was able to take charge. (Ten,
personal communication, November 10, 2020)
I believe that through study abroad experiences described herein we can overcome some
in the traditional classroom language and culture experiences that still seem to focus primarily on
deficiency models rather than what a more optimistic view would promote. Study abroad is a
hands-on, creative way of acquiring knowledge and improving student learning outcomes. After
this study, I retain that it is my moral obligation as an educator and human being to lobby the
inclusion of study abroad as an informed, experiential path of learning into the curriculum. This
study has demonstrated the extent of positive impact of the past experiences on academic and
personal development and cross-cultural learning in Black and African American HBCU
students. I propose that our administrators and legislators appropriately fund study abroad
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opportunities as a venue to promote social justice and increased democratic dialogue and civic
engagement.
Implications for Me and My Positionality
In the beginning of my research I relied on my positionality embodied in my three
important formative aspects: languages, travel, and education. Linguistically, I speak, read, and
write in seven languages and I tended to base my assumptions and understandings of the world in
that knowledge. Secondly, I love to travel and move through spaces while experiencing
encounters with people of different cultures and origins. Education is my profession and calling
and, at the time, it strongly marked the third part of my positionality in my research. I believed
that a solid education can empower and resolve many personal and societal issues.
In the last few years my perspective changed: I adopted more broad ideological views
and I was able to better capture and define the position of power and lack of it in myself and in
my students. I studied Black and African American in order to become a better advocate for
HBCUs and for study abroad initiatives at HBCUs.
Throughout my research, I realized that the misconceptions about HBCU institutions and
our students have to be deconstructed and that our mission must be presented clearly nationwide.
At the end of this research, I am humbled and grateful for the opportunity to serve as a resource
for multiculturalism and social justice at my institution and wider. I realize that I have more
work to do to increase the diversity opportunities for my students, to demystify the study abroad
initiative, and to make it more available to all HBCU students.
I am asking myself how to relate better to my students in light of our racial differences
and current climate of mistrust brought upon us by police brutality. I am, after all, a White
woman that works at HBCU with predominately Black and African American students. How do
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I continue recruiting and leading study abroad trips? Will my students trust me in the postpandemic times? Continuing to reflect on my study will help encourage meaningful interactions
between me and my students. Honest assessment and recognition of racial dynamics, the
democratic dialogue and mutual respect will help us move forward and work together.

EPILOGUE
“Love takes off the masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live
within” (Baldwin, 1963, p. 102).
When I immigrated to the United States, I was almost 28 years old, I had a limited
knowledge of the languages, cultures, or identities of this country. I began graduate school at
Georgia Southern some five years ago, after my friend Ana had pushed and inspired me to enroll.
I vividly remember our conversation that day. I was adamant that that chapter of my life had
closed, I did not want any more educational training in my life. However, a week later I was
writing my entrance essay. In my third year of classes, I was still uncertain about whether to
proceed or not, all until I envisioned an opportunity to do research on topics that interested me. I
did not know that the path was going to be so challenging, yet so very fulfilling.
During this intellectual journey, I have spent numerous hours researching, reading,
studying, drafting, and writing about the topics that matter to me: HBCU education, languages,
cultures, identities, and Costa Rica. Coming from a war-torn country, overcoming personal loss
and life-threatening illness has shown me that I am more resilient than I ever imagined. This
dissertation is an affirmation of my strength and has given me a new way of reinvention, therapy,
and self-realization. This process has filled me with joy and hope. In doing so, I achieved my
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dream to earn a doctoral degree. My parents would be very proud of me for this achievement if
they were still alive. It pains me that they cannot see me now.
In the life of searching, I kept on traveling. Each trip provided me with additional
knowledge, relationships, and perspectives. My openness and willingness allowed me to let a
myriad of languages, cultures, and identities into my life which enhanced the richness of my
relationships. As Serres (2000) argued:
It was always a matter of establishing a relation, constructing it, fine-tuning it. And once
established, thousands of relations, here, there, everywhere, after a while, when you step
back and look, a picture emerges. Or at least a map. (p. 120)
During the entire dissertation writing process, I reflected on many different aspects of my life:
my childhood in former Yugoslavia, my youth in Italy, and my adulthood in the United States. I
found parallels between the suffering of my people in Europe and the experiences of my
students. In my role, as a White woman at a Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCU), I have discovered connections and affirmations of my identity and work amongst my
colleagues and students. To be a foreigner, speaking English with an accent, I have been
recognized as being authentic which to me is a considerable honor. This recognition has
solidified my devotion to my students and my HBCU institution.
While writing this dissertation, I sought a new educational solution for the ills of the
system we inhabit. I have realized in the process that what truly matters in life is love. Love that
we give and receive is what helps us make connections and new experiences. Love is the
foundation of strong relations and communities that create the sense of home. Love is a
commitment to follow where the passionate opportunities along of life may lead in search for the
truth and meaning. Love is a dedication to change that illuminates the unknown road. Love
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serves as a secret force that helps us move through space and time. The experience of travel is
fascinating and evolves into the liberating journey of hope. In my travels and during my teaching
career, I have found love and acceptance. I found my family not only through blood, but also
those chosen in life who emerged from my relationships. It is my wish this dissertation expresses
my love for languages, cultures, and identities as well as for my beloved family, friends, and
students.
Throughout my Spanish language teaching career, I have met many unique students.
Each of them has inspired me in distinct ways. An omnipresent element between my students
and me is the open exchange of ideas and energy. While some students have tested my patience,
many have taught me compassion, tolerance, and most importantly, challenged me to change my
vantage point. My Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) students have been a
constant inspiration to me for the last 15 years.
My students empower me to seek innovative and nontraditional ways to support Spanish
language acquisition. My students also reciprocate the support, compassion, and love. For
example, they encouraged me during my cancer treatment. Teaching at an HBCU has enabled
me to understand the relationship of races, languages, cultures, and identities in the United
States. Additionally, my experience with the study abroad program has helped me to better
comprehend the lived experiences of my Black and African American HBCU students at home
and abroad.
During our study abroad program in Central American country of Costa Rica, we
experienced a love through the concept of philoxenia or love of foreigners, where “an act of
hospitality can only be poetic” (Derrida, 2000, p. 2). Costa Rica showed us acceptance, love, and
friendship. In the spirit of this poetic value of hospitality, many generous acts were performed
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along with the formation of many profound relationships. Leading up to and during my research,
I found myself reflecting on the encounters we shared along with the enthusiasm to encapsulate
my participants’ gratefulness and graciousness. I continue to examine encounters surrounding
me, specifically encounters that transpire on our continent. The American continent is fascinating
to me in its vastness and complexity.
The history of the American continent has a myriad of narratives, yet only a part of them
are constituents of the mainstream discourse. The legacy of colonial times has left us with
inequalities difficult but not impossible to overcome. We can improve our prospects for the
future through respecting and listening to one another’s stories. Much like the stories of the
scholars cited herein, my participants’ stories feature Black and African American students who
have dreams “to rise from the concrete” (Shakur, 1989) to spread their wings, to study, travel and
learn and, to reach their highest potential (Siddle-Walker, 1996).
Through love, mutual respect and understanding, we overcome adversities and challenges
of our distressing and uncertain times. Love is the essence which brings meaning to life.

166
REFERENCES
Acquaye, L., & Crewe, S. (2012). International programs: Advancing human rights and social
justice for African American students. Journal of Social Work Education, 48(4), 763-784.
Akomolafe, O. (2000). Africanizing HBCUs: Problems and prospects of international education
in historically Black institutions. African Issues, 28(1-2), 103-107.
doi:10.1017/S154845050000696X
Ali, B. (2015). African American students are underrepresented in study abroad. White House
Initiative on Education Excellence for African Americans.
https://sites.ed.gov/whieeaa/files/2015/11/Bakar-Ali-International-Studies-Paper1.pdf
Allen, W. R. (1992). The color of success: African-American college student outcomes at
predominantly White and historically Black public colleges and universities. Harvard
Educational Review, 62(1), 26-44.
Andric, I. (1961). The bridge on the Drina. The University of Chicago Press.
Appiah, K. A. (1996). The ethics of identity. Princeton University Press.
Ayers, W. (1995). To become a teacher: Making a difference in children’s life. Teachers College
Press.
Bakhtin, M.M. (1981). Translation: Holquist, M. The dialogic imagination: Four essays.
University of Texas Press.
Baldwin, J. A. (1955). Notes of a native son. Beacon Press.
Baldwin, J. A. (1963). The fire next time. Dial Press.
Banks, J.A. (2006). Cultural Diversity and Education: Foundations, Curriculum and Teaching
(5th ed.) Wiley & Sons.
Banks, J. A., & McGee Banks, C. (2013) Multicultural education: Issues and perspectives (8th

167
ed.). Wiley & Sons.
Baszile, D. T. (2006a). The fire inside: A critical meditation on the importance of freedom
dreams. Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, 22(3), 7-25.
Baszile, D.T. (2006b). Rage in the interests of Black self: Curriculum theorizing as dangerous
knowledge. Journal of Curriculum Theorizing, 22(1), 89-97.
Bell, D. (2005). Racial realism. In R. Delgado & J. Stefancic (Eds.), The Derrick Bell reader (pp.
73-77). New York University Press.
Benson, P., Barkhuizen, G., Bodycott, P., & Brown, J. (2013). Second language identity in
narratives of study abroad. Palgrave Macmillan.
Block, D. (2013). Social class in applied linguistics. Routledge.
Brewer, E., & Cunningham, K. (Eds.). (2009). Integrating study abroad into the curriculum:
Theory and practice across the disciplines. Stylus.
Bourdieu, P. (1977), Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. SAGE.
Brux, J. M., & Fry, B. (2010). Multicultural students in study abroad: their interests, their issues,
and their constraints. Journal of Studies in International Education, 14(5), 508-527.
Cavan, J. S. (2006). A cross-cultural narrative inquiry into language, culture, and identity
development of three high school female immigrant students and their mainstream
schooling experience in Atlanta, Georgia (480) [Doctoral Dissertation, Georgia Southern
University]. Electronic Theses and Dissertations.
https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/etd/480
Chama, S., Ramirez, O., & Mutepa, R. (2018). Perceived barriers to interning abroad:
Perceptions from African American social work students. Journal of Student Affairs
Research and Practice, 55(3), 321-333.

168
Chomsky, N. (1957). Syntactic structures. Mouton.
Chomsky, N. (1986). Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin, and
Use. Switzerland: Praeger.
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). (2020). Costa Rica [World factbook] Retrieved [January 10,
2021] from https://www.cia.gov/the-worldfactbook/static/0be946ab39cb581977c06e39160f0844/CS-summary.pdf
Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in
qualitative research. Jossey-Bass.
Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (2006). Narrative inquiry. In J. Green, G. Camilli, & P.
Elmore (Eds.), Handbook of complementary methods in education research (pp. 477–
487). Lawrence Erlbaum.
Cook, V. & Newsom, M. (1996). Chomsky’s universal grammar: An introduction (2nd ed.).
Blackwell.
Covington, M. (2017). If not us then who? Exploring the role of HBCUs in increasing Black
student engagement in study abroad. College Student Affairs Leadership, 4(1), 5. 22322240.
Curtis, G. E. (1992). Yugoslavia: A country study. Library of Congress
Delpit, L. (2008). The skin that we speak (J. K. Dowdy, Ed.). New Press.
Delpit, L. D., & Dowdy, J. K. (2002). The skin that we speak: Thoughts on language and culture
in the classroom. The New Press.
Derrida, J. (2002). Of Hospitality. Stanford Press.
Dimitriadis, G. (2012). Popular culture, de-centering educator and critical dispositions. Critical
studies in Education, 53(1), 19-27.

169
Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of Black folks. Fine Creative Media.
Finch, G. (2000). Linguistic terms and concepts. Palgrave Macmillan.
Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum.
Freire, P., & Macedo, D. (1995). Literacy: Reading the word and the world. Bergin & Garvey.
Geertz, C. (1973). Cultures: Selected essays. Basic Books.
Geertz, C. (1995). After the fact: Two countries, four decades, one anthropologist. Harvard
University Press.
Gmelch, G., (1997). Crossing cultures: Student travel and personal development. International
Journal of Intercultural Relations, 4(21), 475-490.
Guevara, A. M. (2003) Notas de Viaje por América Latina por Ernesto Che Guevara.
Latinoamérica Editorial
Guevara, C., & Keeble, A. (2004). The motorcycle diaries: notes on a Latin American
journey. New York: Ocean.
Haas, B.W. (2018) The impact of study abroad on improved cultural awareness: a quantitative
review, Intercultural Education, 29(5-6), 571-588, DOI:
10.1080/14675986.2018.1495319
Hall, S. (1992) Race, culture, and communications: Looking backward and forward at cultural
studies, Rethinking Marxism, 5(1), 10-18, DOI: 10.1080/08935699208657998
Hall, S., & Du Gay, P. (Eds.). (1996). Questions of cultural identity. Sage Publications, Inc.
Haynes, E. R. (1997). Unsung Heroes; The Black Boy of Atlanta; Negroes in Domestic Service
in the United States. Introduction by F. R. Wilson. G.K. Hall.
He, M. F. (2003). A river forever flowing: Cross-cultural lives and identities in the multicultural
landscape. Information Age Publishing.

170
He, M. (2006). In between China and North America in Berry, R. & Mizelle, D. N. (Eds)
He, M., & Phillion, J. (2001). Trapped In-Between: A Narrative Exploration of Race, Gender, and
Class. Race, Gender & Class, 8(1), 47-56. Retrieved April 15, 2021, from
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41674960
He, M. F., & Phillion, J. (Eds.). (2008). Personal, passionate, participatory inquiry into social
justice in education. Information Age Publishing.
He, F. M. (2010). Immigrant, minority, and second language students’ experience in curriculum.
In C. Kridel (Ed.), Encyclopedia of curriculum Studies (pp. 461-466). Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.
hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. Routledge.
Hovland, K. (2009). Global learning: What is it? Who is responsible for it? Association of
American Colleges and Universities Peer Review, 11(4), 4-7.
Institute of International Education, Inc. (IIE). (2021) IIE releases open doors 2016 data.
https://www.iie.org/Why-IIE/Announcements/2016/11/2016-11-14-Open-Doors-Data
Johnson, O. S. (2016). From “n word” to Mr. Mayor experiencing the American Dream. The
Donning.
Krashen, S. D. (1981). Second language acquisition and second language learning. Pergamon.
Kohls, L. R. (1979). Survival kit for overseas living. Chicago, Ill: Intercultural
Network/SYSTRAN Publications.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2000). Fighting for our lives: Preparing teachers to teach African American
students. Journal of teacher education, 51(3), 206-214.
Lefever, H.G. (1992). Turtle bogue: Afro-Caribbean life and culture in a Costa Rican village.
Susquehanna University Press.

171
Lobo, T., & Obando, M. M. (1997). Negros y blancos: todo mezclado. Editorial de la
Universidad de Costa Rica.
Matveeva, E. V. (2016). Language alter ego—myth or reality? Do you have another personality
when you speak another language? Amorlingua.
Mcwhorter, J. (2000). Word on the street: Debunking the myth of a pure standard English.
Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus Pub.
Melendez Chavarri, C.& Quince, D. (1981). El negro en Costa Rica. San José: Editorial Costa
Rica.
Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. Jossey-Bass.
Neff, R. (2001). Discovering heritage and more by studying abroad. Black Issues in Higher
Education, 18(12), 72.
Nettles, S.M. (2005). Examining school-community connections through stories. In J. Phillion,
M.F. He, & F.M. Connelly (Eds.), Narrative and experience in
multicultural education (pp. 17-35). Sage Publications, Inc.
Norton, B. (2013). Identity and language learning: Extending the conversation. Multilingual
Matters.
Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2011). Identity, language learning, and social change. Language
teaching, 44(4), 412-446.
Onwuachi-Willig, A. (2016, September 6). Race and racial identity are social constructs. The
New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2015/06/16/how-fluid-isracial-identity/race-and-racial-identity-are-social-constructs
Pavlenko, A., & Blackledge, A. (2004). Negotiation of identities in multilingual contexts.
Multilingual Matters.

172
Phillion, J. & He, M. F. (2008). Multicultural and cross-cultural narrative inquiry in educational
research. Thresholds in Education, XXXIV (1 & 2), 2-12.
Phillion, J., Malewski, E. L., Sharma, S., & Wang, Y. (2009). Reimagining the curriculum:
Future teachers and study abroad. Frontiers: The interdisciplinary journal of study
abroad, 18, 323-339.
Pipitone, J. M. (2018). Place as pedagogy: Toward study abroad for social change. Journal of
Experiential Education, 41(1), 54–74. doi:10.1177/1053825917751509
Rahyns, J. N. (2018). Transforming perspectives: How black students make meaning of multicountry study abroad experiences (ProQuest
ID: RAHYNS_ucla_0031D_16644) [Doctoral dissertation, UCLA]. ProQuest
Dissertation Publishing.
Ranney, A. (2013). Study abroad and identity: The African American experience (Publication
No. 2602). [Dissertation thesis, School of International Training], Capstone Collection.
Saldaña, J. (2012). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers (Second Edition edition).
Los Angeles, CA: SAGE Publications Ltd.
Saussure, F. M. (2011). Course in general linguistics. Columbia University Press.
Savicki, V. (2013). The effects of affect on study abroad students. Frontiers: The
Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 22, 131-147.
Shakur, T. (1999). The Rose That Grew from Concrete. Pocket Books.
Serres, M. (2000). The Birth of Physics. Clinamen Press.
Spivak, G. C. (2010). Can the subaltern speak? Reflections on the history of an idea. Columbia
University Press.
Schubert, W. H. (1986). Curriculum: Perspective, paradigm, and possibility. Macmillan.

173
Schubert, W. H., Schubert, A. L. L., Thomas, T. P., & Carroll, W. M. (2012). Curriculum books:
The first hundred years. Peter Lang.
Sharma, S., & Phillion, J. (2021). Narrative Inquiry: Story as the Basis for Curriculum Studies.
In M. F. He, W. H. Schubert, I. Nuñez, P. Roberts, S. Ross, & B. D. Schultz
(Eds.), International encyclopedia of curriculum studies. Oxford University Press.
Sharma, S., Phillion, J., & Malewski, E. (2011). Examining the practice of critical reflection for
developing pre-service teachers' multicultural competencies: Findings from a study
abroad program in Honduras. Issues in Teacher Education, 20(2), 9-22.
Siddle-Walker, V. (1996) Their highest potential: An African American school community in the
segregated South. University of North Carolina Press.
Sweeney, K. (2013). Inclusive excellence and underrepresentation of students of color in study
abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 23(1), 1-21.
https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v23i1.326
Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of inter-group conflict. In W. G.
Austin & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of inter-group relations (pp. 33–
47). Brooks/Cole.
Ting-Toomey, S., & Chung, L.C. (2012). Understanding intercultural communication (2nd ed.).
Oxford Press.
Toohey, K. (2000). Learning English at School: Identity, Social Relations and Classroom
Practice. Taylor and Francis.
Trester, A. M. (2003) Bienvenidos a Costa Rica, Tierra de Pura Vida
http://www.lingref.com/cpp/wss/1/paper1008.pdf

174
Walsh, R., & Walsh, M. (2018). In their own words: American students’ perspectives on study
abroad experiences. The Humanistic Psychologist, 46(2), 129–146.
doi:10.1037/hum0000083
West, C. (2017). Race matters (25th anniversary ed.). Boston: Beacon Press.
Wick, D. J. (2011). Study abroad for students of color: A third space for negotiating agency and
identity (Publication No. AS35 2011 EDD.W53) [Doctoral dissertation, San Francisco
State University]. San Francisco State University Digital Repository.
Wick, D., Willis, T. Y., Rivera, J., Lueker, E., & Hernandez, M. (2019). Assets-based learning
abroad: First-generation Latinx college students leveraging and increasing community
cultural wealth in Costa Rica. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of study Abroad,
31(2), 63-85. https://doi.org/10.36366/frontiers.v31i2.455
Willis, T. Y. (2012). Rare but There: An Intersectional Exploration of the Experiences and
Outcomes of Black Women Who Studied Abroad through Community College Programs.
ProQuest LLC. 789 East Eisenhower Parkway, PO Box 1346, Ann Arbor, MI 48106.
Wing Tcheng, B. (2018). Building bridges across difference through international summer
immersion programs: A narrative inquiry in racial identity and social justice orientation
(479) [Doctoral Dissertation, University of San Francisco]. Scholarship Repository.
https://repository.usfca.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1479&context=diss
Yosso, T., (2005) Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of community
cultural wealth, Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91,
DOI: 10.1080/1361332052000341006

175
APPENDIX A
Recruitment Email and General Questions
Dear Former Costa Rica Study Abroad Participant,
I hope this email finds you and your family in a good health. Times we live in are
definitely unusual, the least to say.
While you all know me as your Spanish Professor, Señora Tedrick, I need to tell you that
for the last five years I have been going to a graduate school. I am currently a Doctoral
Candidate in the Curriculum Studies Program at the College of Education at Georgia Southern
University. In my pursuing of a Doctorate degree I have often thought of you. As I am nearing
the end of my studies, I am contacting you to see if you could help with my dissertation research.
I have the fondest memories of you during the study abroad in Costa Rica. Your study
abroad program is one of the most inspirational events in my entire life. To honor experiences
and special time we have shared in Costa Rica, with the hope that more students from our
HBCUs will be able to do the same, I am writing a dissertation entitled: “Languages, cultures,
and identities: Immersion experiences of HBCU students in a study abroad program in Costa
Rica”.
I would like to retell the story of your and my journey in Costa Rica with the scope of
drawing attention to this special venue for immersion and skills acquisition at HBCUs. I would
like to address the cross-cultural learning opportunities that are out there, as well as to bridge the
gap in the literature of HBCUs’ Study Abroad participation and experiences.
As far as my personal life, I am happy to inform you that I am cancer free for 8 years
now, and that for the last few years, my husband and I have been empty nesters. This has
enabled us both to pursue our passions: me-education and my husband-flying. Our children are
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all grown now, and we are lucky to be opening another chapter in our lives. Knowing how
demanding and stressful the life tends to be nowadays, I appreciate your participation even more.
Your participation would mean a lot to me, but if you cannot do it, I will understand it. If
you decide to proceed, I have tried to compile a list of possible questions that you might have.
I hope to hear from you soon.
Señora Tedrick

Why am I being invited to take part in this research study?
You are being asked to speak about your Immersion experiences in Costa Rica, during summer
Study Abroad at Academia Centro Americana in Grecia, because at one point you have
participated in this program. Also, you have displayed academic gains and increased
understanding of languages, cultures and identities during your stay there.

Who is doing this research study?
The research is being done by Irina Tedrick- Doctoral Candidate at Georgia Southern University.

What is the purpose of this study?

To show how and if Costa Rican Study Abroad immersion experiences affected HBCU
students-participants and their education and lives.

Where is this study going to take place and how long will it last?
I anticipate interviewing you virtually in November, but the study will last until March.

What will I be asked to do?
I will ask you series of questions, divided into three groups. You will be recorded. The recording
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will be transcribed and given to you to check for accuracy. We will have three interviews in the
length of approximately 75 minutes each. I will also ask you to bring some artifacts, reflections,
journal entries and pictures from Costa Rica (if you have any) to the Google Drive Folder to
share with me.

Are there reasons why I should not take part in this study?
There are no reasons why you should not take part in this study. Participation in this study
however, is completely voluntary and your choice.

Will I receive any compensation for taking part in this study?

No.

Who will see the information that I give?
I will keep private all research records that identify you, to the extent allowed by law. You will
pick your own pseudonym, under which your story will appear in my dissertation.

What if I have questions?
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in this study, please ask any
questions that might come to mind now. Questions can be directed to me, the researcher Irina
Tedrick at It0048@georgiasouthern.edu or at tedricki@savannahstate.edu
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COLLEGE OF EDUCATION
DEPARTMENT OF CURRICULUM,
FOUNDATIONS AND READING
INFORMED CONSENT
My name is Irina Tedrick and I am a Doctoral Candidate in the Department of
Curriculum Studies at the College of Education, at Georgia Southern University. I am
completing a dissertation as a requirement for my doctoral degree. The purpose of this study is to
explore the perceptions of HBCU (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) students’
experiences in languages, cultures and identities, acquired during a study abroad program in
Costa Rica. All the participants are former HBCU students and Costa Rica study abroad
participants.
The risks associated with this study should be considered minimal in that they will be no
more invasive than those risks encountered in everyday work/teaching. The benefits to you will
not be direct. Indirect benefits are that by sharing your experiences you will contribute to the
field of study abroad program as an informed curriculum and educational path. The compiled
stories will result in the helpful conclusion for HBCU study abroad programs and broader. The
completion of study will take approximately 3-4 weeks.
Participation in the study means you and I will conduct three interviews each
approximately 75 minutes in length. I will schedule these interviews on Zoom, in accordance
with your availability. All the interviews will be recorded. I will also ask you for some artifacts,
journal writing and photographs if you have any to share with me. You will get your own Google
Drive folders and only have access to your own folder, labelled with your pseudonym, to post
your journals and/or photographs for our interview discussions during the second and third
interviews.
We are careful to ensure that the information you voluntarily provide to us is as secure as
possible; however, you must be aware that transmissions over the Internet cannot be guaranteed
to be completely secure. Your confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by the
technology being used. You will be subject to the privacy policy of Zoom.
The data will be maintained for future use in a de-identified fashion, in a secure location
following completion of the study. All interviews will protect your confidentiality as a
participant in this study. I will ask you to pick your own pseudonym and gender pronouns which
I will use to refer to you in my study.
If you would like to participate in this study, then please sign below. Participants have the
right to ask questions and have those questions answered. If you have questions about this study,
please contact the researcher named above or the researcher’s faculty advisor, whose contact
information is located at the end of the informed consent. For questions concerning your rights
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as a research participant, contact Georgia Southern University Office of Research Services and
Sponsored Programs at 912-478-0843.
There is no incentive to participate in this study, and your participation in this study is
completely voluntary; in other words, you may refuse to participate. There is also no penalty for
deciding not to participate in the study and you may withdraw without penalty or retribution.
You must be 18 years of age or older to consent to participate in this research study. If you
consent to participate in this research study and to the terms above, we will meet begin the
process.
This project has been reviewed and approved by the GSU Institutional Review Board
under tracking number H_21134_________.
Title of Project: Language, cultures, identities: Immersion experiences of HBCU students
in study abroad program in Costa Rica
Principal Investigator: Irina Tedrick
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Peggy Shannon-Baker
If you would like to participate in this study, please sign your name below and return this form
via email.
Participant’s Signature_______________________________
Name: ____________________________________________
Date: _____________________________________________

Investigator’s Signature_______________________________
Name: ____________________________________________
Date: _____________________________________________
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APPENDIX B
Interview Protocol
Interview 1 Protocol (November 2020)
The purpose of this interview is to explore the perceptions that you as a former study abroad
participant and an HBCU student have about your immersion experiences with languages,
cultures and identities acquired while in Costa Rica. These interviews will enable me to speak
about the importance of study abroad program in the lives of Black and African American
HBCU students. It will help this topic become a visible vehicle for education and curricular
integration.

Interviewer:
Date, time:
Duration of the interview: 75 minutes
I would like to audio record the interview.

Interviewee (pseudonym), pronouns:
Medium (Zoom, phone):

Before we get started I would like to re-affirm your consent to participate in the interview stage.
o As you know, the purpose of the interview session is to discuss your past
immersion experiences in HBCU Costa Rica study abroad program. This session
is the first in the series of three.
o The interview will take about 75 minutes. You will be asked to create a
pseudonym to protect your privacy. Once the interviews have been transcribed
and transcriptions verified, audio files will be deleted. You may be contacted for
member checking purposes after interview. This member checking will be
initiated via email and conducted by phone if needed.
o Do you consent to being interviewed today?
• I would like you to have the opportunity to pick your own pseudonym for us to use.
What would you like to be referred to as in this study? What gender pronouns would you
like us to use for you?
• (Ice breaker questions – how is the year going so far? Where do you live now? What are
you looking forward to in this coming year?)
• To get us started, I have prepared three sets of questions that I would like to divide into
three semi-structured interview sessions.
• Tell me in your current age and your age at the participation in Costa Rica study abroad.
•
Tell me about your experiences of growing up Black or African American in America.
Feel free to share memories that made you happy, sad, surprised, dissatisfied, eager…
Where did you grow up?
• If you were to describe your early education experience, e.g. middle school, high school,
what would that be like in a few words?
• What are the perceptions you have of your own language/s and culture/s?
What did you speak at home and in school before going to Costa Rica?
• Exposure to other languages and cultures at university: did you take Spanish or any other
world language classes prior?
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•

•

What was your experience?
Why did you decide to attend an HBCU? Was participation in an HBCU Study Abroad
Program your decision or did someone help you make that decision? What were your
expectations of the trip?
Obstacles, if any, when trying to travel presented themselves in the form of… (please
finish my sentence in your own words.
What was the most difficult problem to overcome before going abroad?

•

•

Physical traveling (plane ride) to Costa Rica. How did it make you feel? (Confident,
happy, stressed, unprepared, adequate, inadequate, etc.)
First impressions upon the landing.
Those are all of the questions I have. Do you have any questions for me?

Review plan for the next interview including asking them to start sharing journal entries and/or
photographs in the Google Drive folder with you as a preparation for the third interview. Go
over Appendix C with them to familiarize them with the intent to collect data in the form of
journal entries and photographs.
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Interview 2 Protocol (November 2020)
The purpose of this interview is to further explore the perceptions that you as a former study
abroad participant and an HBCU student have about your immersion experiences of languages,
cultures, and identities in Costa Rica. This interview is a continuation of our story about your
experiences. Your experiences’ tales and memories will enable me to highlight the importance of
study abroad program in young Black and African American HBCU students’ lives.
Interviewer:
Interviewee (pseudonym), pronouns:
Date, time:
Medium (Zoom, phone):
Duration of the interview: around 75 minutes
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Was this your first trip abroad? What made you pick the Costa Rica study abroad over
your other study abroad programs?
How did you find out about this trip?
Tell me about your first impressions of Costa Rica in terms of culture, language, and,
identity. Start from the moment you arrived at the airport, going to your homestay family,
going to school the next day.
Describe your typical day in school in Costa Rica. Tell me about your interactions with
your peers, teachers, to include me and other school personnel, host family and local
people.
What was it like to interact with the other students from your group in Costa
Rica?
Tell me about your teachers and other personnel at the school.
Tell me about your experiences in the school; what did you do there?
People in the host country; to include the family you stayed with, what were they
like?
Tell me about the city you were and places you visited while in Costa Rica? What did
extracurricular activities mean to you?
Your language skills in Spanish improved after this experience. Tell me about how you
feel about these experiences.
Your cultural perceptions of yourself and of others after the Costa Rica study abroad
experience.
Identity experiences- Did this trip have any impact on how you and others perceive your
identity? Have you noticed any changes in yourself during and after the trip?
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Interview 3 Protocol (December 2020)
The purpose of this interview is to discuss the different artifacts, e.g. documents and photographs
you shared with me in your Google Drive individual folder. The purpose is also to discuss the
preliminary findings, if any, from the first two interviews and document/photograph analyses, to
clarify or add further explanation for your own data, and to summarize any final ideas or
practices you want to share with me.
This interview will take about 75 minutes. Remind them of their chosen pseudonym and gender
pronouns. You may be contacted for member checking purposes after interview. This member
checking will be initiated via email and conducted by phone if needed.
Interviewer:
Date, time:
Duration of the interview: 75 minutes
•

•
•

•
•

Interviewee (pseudonym), pronouns:
Medium (Zoom, phone):

You shared some writing and photographs with me in your Google Drive Folder.
Why did you choose those documents? Please tell me more about them in your own
words.
In conclusion:
Was Costa Rica immersion study abroad program an important academic and personal
venue to you and why?
We have addressed experiences of languages, cultures, and identities in this study. Do
you perceive these categories as important in your day-to-day life? In which way are they
important to you?
In your opinion, the impact of HBCU immersion study abroad programs are… (please,
feel free to elaborate).
I want to follow-up with you about your response to this question on [insert question
topic, e.g., one of the open-ended questions]. Could you tell me more about this? OR
Can you tell me what you meant by ____?
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APPENDIX C
Artifacts Protocol
The following is a draft of the protocol that will be shared with former students-participants. The
purpose of this protocol is to provide a loose structure for participant to guide their
identification of pre-existing documents or photographs or the creation of new artifacts to be
shared with the researcher. This protocol will be sent to the participants prior to Interview 1 and
will be reviewed during that interview to address any of their questions or concerns.
Aside from the interviews, I also want to collect data in the form of journal entries and
photographs. I have found that using other types of data like this can help us think more deeply
about our past experiences, share ideas and experiences that are difficult to put into words, and
give us space to explore those impacts that we might not otherwise have.
How do you perceive your language, culture, and identity immersion experiences in Costa Rica?
Here are some general guidelines.
How many documents or photographs do I need?
Please compile five or more pieces of documentation. This can be in either of the two general
formats: 1) photography including pictures you took while you were abroad or pictures you take
now to represent your experiences in Costa Rica 2) journaling in any medium (e.g., writing,
video, audio) about your experiences abroad, on languages, cultures and identities, and/or the
photos you shared.
Should I pick old documents/photographs or create new ones?
You can choose whether to use old, new, or a combination of both.
What do I do with the documents and photographs once I have them?
Irina will be sharing a Google Drive folder with you with your chosen pseudonym listed on it.
Upload an electronic copy of your documents and photographs there.
When do you need the documents and photographs by?
Please post these to your Google Drive folder by November 20, 2020. You can post documents
and photographs at any time between now and then.
How will these artifacts be used in the study?
These artifacts will help Irina to understand how you represent your international experiences
and its impact on your languages, cultures, and identities. We will be analyzing both text-based
and visual-based data in different ways to help us learn more about you. Then we will share
some preliminary findings based on analyzing everyone’s documents and photographs during the
third interview.
We may also include portions of your document and/or photographs in academic conference
presentations and/or written publications. We will only use files that are still in the Google Drive
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folder for these and will try to check with you to make sure it is still ok to use your photographs
when we reach that stage to make sure you still have a say in the study.
What if I decide later that I don’t want you to share an artifact?
You can choose to leave the study at any point; your participation is entirely voluntary. You can
leave by emailing Irina. You will also have access to the Google Drive folder for the life of the
study based on the terms in the consent form. This means at any time you can remove the
artifacts from the folder if you no longer want them to be part of the study.
What if I don’t know what documents or photographs to pick?
If you feel uncomfortable with any of the mediums suggested (e.g., writing, photography) feel
free to use one that is more comfortable to you. We believe everyone has an important story to
share and you have unique skills and perspectives to add to this study so use what helps you
communicate that!

186
APPENDIX D
Artifacts from Flaco
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Arrival to Costa Rica

Flaco’s host home
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City Tour
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APPENDIX E
Artifacts from Brianna
“Every Summer Has a Story,” and this summer has truly been one of my greatest stories
ever told. The experiences I have had on this trip have been unmatched. In my 21 years here on
this earth, I have never even imagined places such as this. People ask, ¨Is it really that colorful
there?” And the only answer imaginable is ¨It is even more colorful in person.” This summer has
certainly changed my life for the better. I could not fathom a greater place as beautiful as this; to
accept me for who I am.
Costa Rica en un lugar lleno de sueños. Being that this is a developing country, it has so
much potential. I cannot wait to see what this country will look like in the next 10 years. Even
with all of its´ development, I hope the country never loses that Pura Vida touch. Which I am
sure it never will. This country has offered me more love than America almost, and being here I
have made it my business to not fully engulf myself in any problems dealing with EEUU. Costa
Rica has the same problems we do, may not be on that big of a scale, but No person, or country
is perfect. While I´ve been here, I have witnessed homelessness, problems of Domestic Violence,
and all around poverty. As I walk the streets of Grecia, San Jose, Manuel Antonio, or even
Sarchi, my eyes just want to take it all in.
One thing I have learned here, that has become very important to me, is to pay more
attention to detail. My mom has always told me that I hear what I want to hear and see what I
want to see. This statement has scared me for quite some time, because I am always afraid I am
going to miss something important. I have fought with myself with this battle for a long time and
I know it was only going to be up to me to fix it. While on this trip, I have practiced paying more
attention to things and even the smallest things or situations have unveiled the greatest pleasures.
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While here, I have found joy in simple things, Por ejemplo, a flower that closes as soon as you
touch it, Why? Does this flower have human like qualities? Does it close to shun itself from the
unknown? Why do humans sometimes compare themselves to flowers anyways? As the late
Tupac Shakur wrote:
“Did you hear about the rose that grew
From a crack in the concrete?
Proving nature´s law is wrong it
Learned to walk without having feet.
Funny it seems, but by keeping it´s dreams,
It learned to breathe fresh air.
Long live the rose that grew from concrete
When no one else ever cared.”
Costa Rica is that rose. I am that rose. Anyone who has ever dreamt of more in life, is
that rose. This rose is a person who, regardless of their background, is ready to take the world by
storm. A person, who learns how to walk to the beat of their own drum, speak with their own
tongue, and never lose sight of their dreams, is this rose. A person that can truly say they have
grown from an experience in life is this rose, regardless of anyone ever cared or paid attention.
During this trip, I learned to take people for who they are. Everyone is born with their
own unique personalities. While I personally can get along with many different personalities,
that does not go for everyone. Some people deal better with people just like them other than
people opposite them, but there is nothing wrong with that at all. I am glad that I have come with
a good group who likes to have fun, and wants to enjoy life, similar to myself.
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The people on this trip have taught me that we all come from different backgrounds, and
that is what makes us who we are. However, no matter our backgrounds we still have the
potential to do great things in life. This trip has also taught me to be more appreciative. We,
Americans, never realize how much we take for granted, until we have to go without certain
luxuries. Things such as the internet, hot water, insect free houses, or even a clothes dryer. We
never realize the things we consider as being essentials to us until we don’t have them anymore.
Adapting to the Costa Rican culture was not as easy initially, because these so-called essentials
were not available to me in the abundance I was used to, but I quickly adapted.
As this story comes to an end, as all great stories do, I cannot wait to tell my family and
friends all about it! I am not as ready to go back as I thought I was. This last week is becoming
so bittersweet, I am just trying to savor every moment. This culture and language has really
grown on me. I cannot wait to come back and visit one day. This trip has not only been a study
abroad but a vacation as well. I have thoroughly enjoyed my time here and I just want to travel
more and more because I know there is a whole world out there waiting for me to see it. My next
adventure awaits… Pura Vida!
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Documenting that McDonald’s served Rice and beans.

Photo taken overlooking the volcano.
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Photo capturing the view from Brianna’s host family’s home
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A waterfall image from one of the excursion opportunities.
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APPENDIX F
Artifacts from Ten

Funding Flyer [redacted]

Study Corner
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Manuel Antonio Excursion
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Preliminary Travel Itinerary
Friday, July 10

1. Morning: 8:00 am. – 12:00 pm. Spanish class
2. Afternoon: 12:00 pm. Depart to the weekend excursion to
Manuel Antonio

Saturday, July 11 Sunday, July 12
Monday, July 13
Tuesday, July 14
Wednesday, July 15
Thursday, July 16
Friday, July 17
Saturday, July 18
Sunday, July 19
Monday, July 20
Tuesday, July 21
Wednesday, July 22
Thursday, July 23
Friday, July 24

Saturday, July 25

Weekend excursion to Manuel Antonio National Park and
beach area.
1.
2.
1.
2.
1.
2.
1.
2.
1.
2.

Morning: Free time
Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
Morning: 11:00 am. Cooking class
Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
Morning: Free time
Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
Morning: 7:00 am. San José city tour (public bus)
Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
Morning: Free time
Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
Free time

7:30 am. Full day excursion to Canopy (zip line) and Rafting tour
(lunch included)
1. Morning: Free time
2. Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
1. Morning: 8:30 pm. Sarchí shopping tour (in public bus).
2. Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
1. Morning: Free time
2. Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
1. Morning: Free time
2. Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
1. Morning: Free time
2. Afternoon: 1:00 pm. – 5:00 pm. Spanish class
3. Farewell party and presentation of certificates of participation.
Departure
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APPENDIX G
Spanish Primer Frases Útiles [Spanish Language Primer]

¡Disfrute De Su Experiencia En ACCE!
Commands in class
Abran el libro (en la página 20), por favor.
Levántense, por favor.
Siéntense, por favor.
Levanten la mano.
Bajen la mano.
Escuchen con atención.
Repitan después de mí.
Saquen una hoja de papel.
Miren la pizarra.
Silencio, por favor.

Open the book (on page 20), please.
Please stand up.
Please sit down.
Raise your hands.
Put your hands down.
Listen closely.
Repeat after me.
Take out a sheet of paper.
Look at the board.
Silence, please.

General greetings
Buenos días.
Buenas tardes.
Buenas.
Hasta mañana.
Hasta luego.
Nos vemos.

Good morning.
Good afternoon.
Covers everything, like Hello.
See you tomorrow.
See you later.
See you.

In class again
¿Cómo se dice….en español?
¿Cómo se escribe…?
Más despacio, por favor.
No entiendo.
No sé.
¿Puede repetir, por favor?
Perdón.
Tengo una pregunta.

How do you say…in Spanish?
How do you spell (write it)?
Slower, please.
I don’t understand.
I don’t know.
Can you repeat, please?
Excuse me.
I have a question.

Personal information
Me llamo….
Soy de los Estados Unidos.
Tengo…. (veinte-20) años.
Tengo una familia grande/pequeña.
Me gusta. /No me gusta.
Hablo un poco de español.

My name is.
I am from the US.
I am 20 years old.
I have a large/small family.
I like. I don’t like
I speak a little Spanish.
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(As if you are inviting them to have a conversation with you- positive response.)
If you say Hablo muy poco español- you are almost implying that you wouldn’t be able to hold a
conversation…so stick with the first one. Be positive!
If asked: ¿Habla español? You may answer – Sí, un poquito.
Rooms and areas of the house:
attic: el ático, el desván, el entretecho
basement: el sótano
bathroom: el baño,
bedroom: el dormitorio
closet, wardrobe: el armario, el ropero
courtyard: el patio
den, study: el estudio
dining room: el comedor
entryway: la entrada
family room: la estancia, el cuarto de estar
garage: el garage, la cochera
kitchen: la cocina
living room: la sala de estar, el salón
room: el cuarto
Built-in features:
ceiling: el techo
cupboard: el armario, la despensa
door: la puerta
electrical socket: el enchufe (de pared)
faucet: el grifo
floor: el suelo (floor that is walked on), el piso (level of a building)
(kitchen) counter: el mostrador (de cocina), la encimera (other words are also used too)
lamp: la lámpara
light: la luz, la lámpara, la lámpara de techo (ceiling light), el plafón (ceiling light)
mirror: el espejo
roof: el tejado, el techo
sink: el fregadero, el fregadero de cocina (kitchen sink), el lavabo (bathroom sink)
stairs: la escalera, las escaleras
toilet: el váter, el wáter, el inodoro, el servicio, el retrete
wall: la pared (inside), el muro (outside)
window: la ventana
Appliances and furniture:
bed: la cama
blender: la licuadora
chair: la silla
chest of drawers: la cómoda
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couch, sofa: el sofá, el diván
dishwasher: el lavavajillas, el lavaplatos, el friegaplatos
drier (for clothes): la secadora
iron: la plancha
oven: el horno (el horno microondas, or simply el microondas
stove: la estufa, la cocina (usage varies with region)
vacuum cleaner: la aspiradora
table: la mesa
toaster: el tostador, la tostadora
washer (for clothes): la lavadora
Eating and drinking ¡Buen provecho!
el agua — water
el almuerzo — lunch
el aperitivo — appetizer
el arroz — rice
asado — roasted
el azúcar — sugar
la bebida — drink
¡Buen provecho! — Bon appétit! Enjoy your meal!
el bistec — beefsteak, other type of steak
el bocadillo, el sándwich — sandwich
el café — coffee
caliente — hot (temperature) or warm
el camarero, la camarera — server
la carne — meat
el carnero — mutton
la carne de vaca — beef
la carne de ternera — veal
la cena — supper, evening meal
comer — to eat
la comida — meal
la cuchara — spoon
el cuchillo — knife
la cuenta — the bill
el desayuno — breakfast
a la dieta, sin calorias — diet (adjective)
la ensalada — salad
los entremeses — hors d'oeuvres
los frijoles — beans
frío — cool or cold
frito — fried
la fruta — fruit
la gaseosa — soda pop
el hielo — ice
al horno — baked
el huevo — egg
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la leche — milk
los mariscos — seafood
el mozo, la moza — server
el menú — menu
el pan — bread
a la parrilla — grilled
el palillo — toothpick
los palillos chinos — chopsticks
la papa, la patata — potato
el pescado — fish
el pollo — chicken
la propina — tip
el postre — dessert
picante — spicy hot
el queso — cheese
el refresco — cool drink
el restaurante — restaurant
el rosbif — roast beef
la sal — salt
la salsa — sauce, gravy
la sopa — soup
el té — tea
el tenedor — fork
el vegetal, la verdura — vegetable, plant
el vegetariano, la vegetariana — vegetarian
Questions are very important. That’s how you can hold a conversation. Pay attention to the
following question words:
¿Dónde? - Where?
¿Cómo? - How?
¿Cuánto? - How much?
¿Cuántos? - How many?
¿Por qué? - Why?
¿Cuándo? - When?
¿Quién? - Who?
¿Qué? -What?

